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Abstract
Denton, Gina Renée. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. 05/2013. Southern
Carnivalesque: Laughter and the Performance of the Politics of Race in Fiction, 1885 –
2010. Major Professors: Dr. Carey Mickalites and Dr. Jeff Scraba.
Using a range of nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first century texts to track the
peculiar failures and ambiguous successes of white-authored black characters, the study
defines southern carnivalesque’s problematic relationship with forms of black laughter
and popular media images. The project demarcates southern carnivalesque’s development
in relationship to cultural indices, and finds William Faulkner at the center of the
aesthetic that creates so much controversy. Staging performances of blackness that
function between Mark Twain’s and Ralph Ellison’s, Faulkner shifts the paradigm of
Southern humor, as Mardi Gras inspired his shift. Acrid laughter from Faulkner’s black
characters acts as a disruptive sound of blackness asserting an identity resistant to cultural
domination – just as King Zulu’s laughter. I expose Mardi Gras’ influence on Faulkner,
which reconfigures his works as southern carnivalesque, circum-Atlantic performances
that forget nothing. The argument asserts that southern literature uses southern
carnivalesque as a means to couple the comic with crises. The coupling presents a
spectacle that returns a grotesque reflection of cultural ideologies that haunt readers with
memories of regional traumas. In short, my new interpretation of Faulkner’s works as a
Mardi Gras masquerade forms the center of my argument, and it mediates between the
history of African American humor and white writers. The illumination highlights the
culturally transformative force of black laughter and its troubled literary relationship to
the South’s missed opportunities to achieve American ideals of equality.
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Introduction: Southern Carnivalesque – the Crossroads of Race and Laughter
Southern art, Faulkner believed, “must become a ceremony, a spectacle;
something between a gypsy encampment and a church bazaar” in order to be visible (228
“Sound”). In his introduction to The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner points to the
Northerner’s sophisticated appreciation of artistic forms ranging from architecture to
music because the North produces “polyglot boys and girls progressing from tenement
schools to editorial rooms and art galleries” (228). But the South “is dead, killed by the
Civil War,” so the southern artist needs “to talk, to tell” as a form of “violent
partisanship, in which the writer unconsciously writes into every line and phrase his
violent despairs and rages and frustrations or his violent prophesies of still more violent
hopes” (229). Thus, narrating a spectacle is the art form that allows the Southern artist to
both protest and defend the southern identity. “Because it is himself that the Southerner is
writing about, not about his environment: who has, figuratively speaking, taken the artist
in him in one hand and his milieu in the other and thrust the one into the other like a
clawing and spitting cat into a croker sack” (229).
Using The Sound and the Fury as an example of Faulkner’s definition of
spectacle, I define a spectacle as an individual or an event that transgresses social norms
and the act of that transgression invites the gaze that objectifies the transgressor.1 In the
south, the one who transgresses social rules subjects oneself to the spectator’s horrified
gaze, judgment, and abuse. The subjugation and abuse of the transgressor punishes the
transgression as a means to impose cultural power. To capture such transgressions in art,
1

Existentialists, phenomenologist, and other critics discuss the gaze as producing a consciousness
of existing as a visible object for others. Sartre believed the gaze evokes the sense of existing for others in
that the gaze creates the consciousness of having become the object of another’s consciousness, which
alienates the object with a sense of shame. Lacan believed the gaze was doubled in that as the subject gazes
at the object, the subject senses a returning gaze. Foucault used the gaze to discuss the dynamics in power
relations.
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to reproduce the spectacle of social transgressions as a reproduction of reality, the art
becomes a mode of cultural understanding or recognition. In The Sound and the Fury,
Caddy is the transgressor of social norms, as she is the one who comes into her sexuality
before she is married. However, the narratives of an idiot, a suicidal, incestuous brother, a
tyrant, and their black caretaker present themselves as spectacles, as they in some way
transgress social norms even as they try to conceal a family secret involving Caddy that
has far more reaching consequences than having a child outside of wedlock. The
spectacles they create almost distract the reader’s gaze from Caddy so that she can
metaphorically disappear under the umbrage of the family tree with her dirty underpants.
In other words, their narratives intertwine to conceal, even as they confront the
consequences of a larger spectacle: white feminine sexuality in association with
blackness within a modernizing culture that is impinging upon the South and its cultural
identity.2 In this way, the spectacle plays within a psychological dependence of the other,
defining the subject with a consciousness of what it is not. Yet, the spectacle adheres to
mainstream culture’s eroticized fantasy that fuses fear with desire. Borrowing from
dominant ideology, the spectacle shapes images from life that seize the spectator’s gaze
in such a way that the spectator cannot look away, but continues to watch in awe or
disgust. Hence, Faulkner’s belief that in order to make art visible in a culture consumed
with anxieties regarding race and gender, art has to be a spectacle.
Spectacles mediate a relationship between society and a collection of images. This
relationship feeds from the socially dominant ideology. Guy Debord argues that

2

Susan V. Donaldson’s “Making a Spectacle: Welty, Faulkner, and Southern gothic,” discusses
the southern gothic as a method that creates a spectacle of the feminine body as a way to illustrate the
anxieties about rapidly changing gender roles in a modernizing world. These women signify a breakdown
in cultural narratives of traditional manhood and womanhood.

2

spectacles affirm the omnipresent choice already made for producing the images because
the dominant culture that produces the spectacle does so to justify the “existing system’s
condition and goals” (6). He states, “The language of the spectacle consists of signs of
the ruling production, which at the same time are the ultimate goal of this production”
(6). Therefore, it is dominant culture’s goal to recreate the image and ideology of the
ruling economy.
However, because a spectacle seizes the gaze of its viewers, spectacles can be
used as a distraction. By nature, spectacles split reality and image in such a way that they
can be used to diffuse or alter the signs of the ruling production even as they are part of
that system. For example, black minstrel performers often signified on minstrel tropes in
order to shift the emphasis from buffoonery to black authenticity. The shift in emphasis
allowed performers to insert portrayals of black skill and achievement that actually
subverted the minstrel’s nostalgic portrayal of the antebellum south.3
Another example of a black minstrelesque performance signifying on dominant
ideology is Mardi Gras’ King Zulu. King Zulu emerges from New Orleans’ black
community’s desire to narrate their history and perform their own narratives: they wanted
representation in their own city who sought to ignore their presence. To counter Mardi
Gras’ King Rex, the Zulu nation was formed in 1909. If King Rex represents centuries of
white supremacy, as Joseph Roach suggests he does, then the Zulu nation presented a
counter-memory that performed a race-conscious identity. Zulu participants are black
men with their faces painted white and then painted over again black. They are

3

For a fuller discussion on black minstrelsy’s role in subverting or perpetuating racial ideology,
see Yuval Taylor’s and Jake Austen’s Darkest America: Black Minstrelsy From Slavery to Hip-Hop. They
examine the social and political complexities of white and black minstrelsy in order to assess the effect the
comic minstrel caricatures have had on African American performers and audiences.
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performing a white minstrel act that deconstructs white genealogy (Roach 20). Zulu
often blurs that line between ridiculing and reinforcing race consciousness, and he is
often castigated by some black critics who feel that King Zulu perpetuates stereotypes
rather than resolves them.
However, the performance is meant to exaggerate white constructions of Africa
and “the stupidity” of “jury-rigged constructions of race” (Roach 21). King Zulu comes
from a black southern tradition of John Canoe Day, a day that W. Fitzhugh Brundage
explains as a day where blacks go door to door in the white community acting the
minstrel role while slinging out comic insults in exchange for treats. Like the
performance of John Canoe Day, King Zulu adopts the mask of the minstrel in order to
insult the white community under the disguise of the community’s own stereotypical
images of blackness. Such a performance as King Zulu then should be viewed as the
cultural rituals of black memory. Brundage emphasizes how social spaces allow blacks to
establish their own sites of memory, he and acknowledges that parades are a significant
performance of that cultural rite of memory, particularly or especially during the age of
segregation. Brundage states, “blacks continued to stage processions that demonstrated –
to themselves and to whites – their civic spirit and version of history” (70). Thus, King
Zulu as part of Mardi Gras becomes part of the historical narratives that the celebration
performs. The performance gives the black community a voice to select its own cultural
memories that resist mainstream ideologies and narratives that define history and
marginalize otherness.
Mardi Gras stems from the tradition of the European Carnival, but instead of
performing resentments toward the matrix of power (church and king), it enforces elite
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cultural authority. Because it was originally a celebration that allowed the common folks
to vent the stresses of living under the power and oppression of the Roman Catholic
Church, Carnival is celebrated all over the world where the Catholic following is a
dominating presence. However, as the Roman Catholic Church lost its power, Carnival
has come to be a celebration that constructs national narratives and celebrates the
dominate culture’s traditions. In Louisiana, that national narrative is constructed to
inscribe white elitism. Roach describes the performances of Mardi Gras as taking place
“in which every day practices and attitudes maybe legitimated, reinforced, celebrated, or
intensified” in order to keep a powerful grip upon the community’s collective memory.
King Zulu, which became an official Krewe in 1916, has become an important
part of Mardi Gras as a means to counter the white community’s performance of white
collective memory. His performance both subverts authority and reinforces the
community's pejorative images of culture and race, which gives the performance a humor
with a peculiar elastic polarity that can oppress or liberate (Boskin 38). The humor is
acrid and accusing so much so that it creates a performance taut with tension that pulls
against white ideology.
Joseph Boskin argues that “black humor flowed into society in the performances
and writings of whites, in the guise of Joel Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus, the
blackfaced songs of Al Jolson, and the radio comedy Amos ‘n’ Andy” (“Rebellious” 40).
Though he acknowledges that the minstrel form was “distanced from the original,” to say
that black humor flowed from the minstrel mask into society overlooks the perversion of
black humor, as the audience’s laughter remained aimed at blackness not the arrogance of
ruling whites. Black humor, however, did flow into white society when black vaudeville
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actors introduced authentic black humor with such subtlety that the subversion of
laughter was imperceptible to an unthinking crowd desiring to be entertained. This is the
type of minstrel antics that southern carnivalesque employs with the intent to conceal
hostility toward social practices.
Concealing the hostility toward social practices allows the southern carnivalesque
text seemingly to uphold dominant ideologies even as it makes a mockery of those
ideologies. Strangely enough, despite the fact or because of the fact that spectacles
objectify a world vision, they do generate laughter. Laughter can relieve tension that
builds around social anxiety. Thus, spectacle and comedy can bind together in order to
defamiliarize those culturally produced images that affirm the appearances of social life.
In this binding, spectacles may highlight taboos, even as those taboos are performed
underneath the comic mask.
Because spectacles can defamiliarize already made images without derision,
perhaps Faulkner was right in his assumption that the spectacle was the art form that
would suit the South. This project examines the junction where race, laughter, and
spectacle converge in southern literature as a means to re-present historical crises that
have long haunted the South’s consciousness. I identify the junction of spectacle, race,
and laughter as southern carnivalesque. I argue that southern literature uses southern
carnivalesque as a means to couple the comic with crises. The coupling presents a
spectacle that returns a grotesque reflection of cultural ideologies that haunt readers with
memories of regional traumas.
Southern carnivalesque is rooted in Mikhail Bakhtin’s carnivalesque in that it
creates a spectacle out of the ruling class for the purpose of ridicule. For Bakhtin,
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carnivalesque is a form of folk humor that generates laughter at everyone even as it
temporarily suspends the distinctions and barriers within the hierarchy. The term southern
carnivalesque merges the politics of place with Bakhtin’s carnivalesque, as the southern
setting of the spectacle shifts the attention away from the Pope and King/Commoner
dichotomy of Bakhtin’s carnivalesque and focuses the attention on the master/slave
dichotomy that has psychologically scarred the nation. Bakhtin’s carnivalesque
emphasizes the parody of class structures within a topsy-turvy spectacle that performs the
roles of the ruling class where the laughter of the “commoners” fuels the political energy
of the performance. However, southern carnivalesque is where race and laughter meet at
the crossroads of racial injustice and social rectification. It is the exchange of laughter
between white southern commoners and black southern commoners, which sounds pull at
the strain between racial injustices and the need for social rectification. Thus, southern
carnivalesque plays within a spectacle that rubs salt into the nation’s racial wounds so
that slavery’s sting can be felt. Southern carnivalesque is an aesthetic of southern
literature that both parodies and produces cultural ideology, particularly ideology
associated with race. Southern carnivalesque also performs the politics of race in order to
show readers a ridiculous reflection of cultural attitudes and racial ideology. The southern
carnivalesque performance stages traumatic events of the violent past (Civil War and/or
Civil Rights Era), and usually entails laughter, distortion of the characters’ humanity,
grotesque treatment of the body that is the novel’s or chapter’s subject, and it may be
embedded within the gothic, as the gothic is a ready-made setting for coping with racial
differences.

7

Because southern carnivalesque focuses its attention on the master/slave
dichotomy, it has taken an interest in African American humor as a form that subverts
that dichotomy. There is nothing surprising about comedians using humor as a way to
foreground social issues and taboos. Subversive laughter and gallows humor serve many
cultures as a way to psychologically cope with oppressive rulers. Subversive laughter is
universal, true. However, the spirit that is found within African American subversive
laughter is what sets this laughter apart from other forms of subversive laughter. Boskin’s
discussion of African American humor draws attention to “outsider’s” humor being a
“corrective laugh,” meaning that it is a humor that forces a re-evaluation of oppressive
policies (39). He credits outsider’s humor as being the force that sustains morale and
resistance while offering a social commentary in the ruse of comedy.
This “outsider’s laughter” reverberates from the plantation site, which is the
origin of African American culture and humor that signifies a resistance to
white oppressors. Roger D. Abrahams discusses the emergence of African American
culture to counter planter ideology. An alternative cultural scheme was necessary to
navigate the turns between the master’s dual personalities of hostility and paternity.
Abrahams uses corn-shucking accounts found in American literature as evidence that
shows cultural interaction, as literature often includes reliable information that documents
black/white relationships. Through an evaluation of literature, he learns that slaves were
able to maintain their own ways as they accommodated plantation lifestyles. The
differences between the slaves’ ways and the masters’ ways carved a social space on the
plantation that sustained the power relationship. Furthermore, Abrahams asserts that the
plantation even encouraged differences between the slave culture and the master’s
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culture, as that difference served as entertainment. He states, “the slaves came to
recognize in the obligatory play and performance an opportunity for cultural invention
and social commentary” (xxiv).
Laughter at the master was often inserted into the slaves’ obligatory performances
as a way to insert the slaves’ social commentary as well as their narrative creativity.
Abrahams’ studies reveal a subtle humor regarding the master that emerged from these
often musical or festive performances of stereotypes that mimicked or criticized the
master. Sometimes, during slave festivities, slaves openly performed this humor, but the
masters would tolerate or participate as a way to demonstrate their own perceived
magnanimity. Like church officials recognizing the value of carnival laughter as a way to
release resentments, plantation masters would allow slaves to have festivities as a venue
to vent frustrations and stress.
African American humor and plantation mentality are binaries defining and
redefining constructions of racial identities. In order for the plantation to survive in
concept and structure, it fastens everything within it to a certain position and then
justifies its ordering through the spurious reasoning of self-serving ideology. Hence,
African-American humor both originates in the plantation space and escapes it, even as
one who separates one’s identity from the mother’s identity. As the laughter erupts from
the subjected, the sound renegotiates the reality that the plantation thought to have
formed, copied, and perpetuated. The laughter reveals the tension that exists within the
binary between the free and enslaved, as it assaults the systems of authority. Even as it
disguises itself in the form of self-mockery, the irony is that the laughter directs hostility
or contempt at the detractor. Mel Watkins comments on this emergence of a new culture
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with its accompanying form of humor when he states, “during their transformation from
African to African American slaves, a remarkably resilient and inventive manner of
behaving and observing both themselves and the external world began to emerge” (47).
His point is that slavery fostered a private and public African American humor that
allowed a combination of cultural elements, African and American. Such humor signifies
the humanity of the slaves, while pointing to the dehumanization process of the
master.4 Glenda Carpio asserts, it “began as a wrested freedom, the freedom to laugh at
that which was unjust and cruel in order to create distance from what would otherwise
obliterate a sense of self and community” (4).
However, the slaves were the only ones who had the knowledge to decode the
laughter and to understand the power behind the masked laughter. Henry Louis Gates
Jr.’s study of the Signifying Monkey makes clear that signifying makes use of ambiguity
as a form of trickster humor as a means to build a system of signs that are not always
accessible to whites. Thus, the Signifying Monkey, pliable as oral tales, conformed to the
needs of blacks living underneath the tyranny of slavery, and African- American humor
was born on the plantation.
Henry Louis Gates uses his book The Signifying Monkey to explore how black
vernacular has informed black literature so that black tradition can speak for itself
without outside intrusions even as it plays on the rhetoric of the dominant culture. In
researching Pan-African myths, he finds two trickster figures: Esu (from African and
Pan-African cultures) and the Signifying Monkey (from African American culture).
4

In African American folklore, The Signifying Monkey pits the King of the Jungle, the Lion,
against the Elephant. The Lion was tromped on when the Lion confronted the Elephant. The Lion wised up
to the Monkey’s signifying, but the Monkey was able to escape the Lion’s death grip through signifying
again. Lion threatened him and his children if they ever came back down from the tree, he’d get them,
which is why the Monkey does his signifying out of the Lion’s reach.
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These tricksters talk in a double-voice, using innuendo to carp, cajole, or lie, according to
Gates. Signifying is an indirect verbal gesture that implies a technique of persuasion.
Gates argues that signifying is the means by which blacks can move freely within a
discursive world that has set its controlling gaze upon them. The signifying monkey often
“wreaks havoc upon the Signified,” as signifying turns on a “play and chain” of signifiers
instead of the signified (52). Gates explains that the signifying monkey plays between the
literal and the metaphorical, and if one misunderstands, there can be dire consequences.
Gates point is that black vernacular discourses are encoded with signifiers.
Like folklore’s Signifying Monkey signifying to the Lion from the safety of the
tree, African American humor must be done out of the way of whites. Mel Watkins and
Joseph Boskin both relate a story about a southern community having a “laughing box”
that was a special designation for laughing at whites. “Any time a Negro,” he writes,
“wanted to laugh, he had to run to the box, stick his head into it, laugh, and proceed
home” or he could “put the laughter into a bag and take it to the box” (Boskin 40).5 The
meaning in the story is clear: the laughter had to remain censored and hidden or else the
consequences could be dire.
The box could also be a symbol for allegories that disguise black laughter from
the comprehension of whites. Black American humor, Carpio reminds us, flourished
under the mask of allegory or metaphors. The truth is wrapped in the comic because
black laughter had to be carefully guarded and was kept as a hidden transcript that belied
the public performance of the slave. Carpio states:

5

Ralph Ellison also refers to laughing barrels used as a joke on Tuskegee campus that played
“upon the themes of racial conflict, social freedom, and the blackness of Negro laughter.” (“An
Extravagance of Laughter.” Going into the Territory).
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Despite the life-threatening injunctions against black laughter, African
American humor flourished, at first, under the mask of allegory and
increasingly in more direct forms. It developed a Janus-face identity: on
the one hand, it was a fairly nonthreatening form that catered to the
whites’ belief in the inferiority of blacks but that usually masked
aggression; on the other hand, it was a more assertive and acerbic humor
that often targeted racial injustices but was generally reserved for in-group
interactions. For black Americans, humor has often functioned as a way of
affirming their humanity in the face of its violent denial. (5)
The double-identity of black laughter is that ambiguity in which the Signifying Monkey
thrives, as Gates discusses. The significance of it is that it is riddled with the sound of
indignation that slavery and racism imposes, and therefore, it must have a Janus like
identity that allows the individual to navigate through the master’s domain under the
disguise of the social performance.
Because the Janus-faced laughter masks aggression and creates havoc upon the
signified, southern carnivalesque delights in the topsy-turvy quality of African American
humor and its laughter. The comic element of African American humor turns on the idea
that there is one mind for the white folks to see and another for the black individual to
identify as the authentic self. The subterfuge, or the mask, is essential to carnivalesque
aesthetics, as the mask allows a performance that plays between reality and image. The
modern use of the mask has changed from caricaturing or parodying an image to hiding
the identity or deceiving an audience. Though masking no longer carries with it tropes of
rejuvenation and renewal as it did in the Middle Ages, it does serve southern
carnivalesque the ability to allow characters to play between perceived realities and
cultural images while allowing the characters to also laugh at or point to injustices within
official truths.

12

The best example that illustrates the concept that underlies the mask and African
American humor is found in Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poem “We Wear the Mask:”
WE wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.
Why should the world be over-wise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?
Nay, let them only see us, while
We wear the mask.
We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
But let the world dream otherwise,
We wear the mask!
The mask of laughter grins and lies in smiles that hide a tortured soul. The trauma of
suffering the oppression of a violent society cannot be openly communicated without dire
consequences. Thus, the mask serves to make that trauma illegible on the face. The mask
is the controlling metaphor of the poem that signifies the narrator playing a social role
with a smile in order to conceal his pain, and just as emotions seethe underneath the
mask, anger aimed at racism is concealed within the poem’s double-voice. The poem
creates a double-voice in that the poem covertly addresses racism while it overtly
expresses the feelings of frustrations.
However, the poem does not need to address racism overtly in order to signify the
angst of it. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. argues that a trickster has the ability to talk with words
that could have double meaning in order to carp, cajole, or needle. The trickster has the
ability to talk around the subject. Gates says that signifying is a technique of indirectness
used to imply; it is a mode of persuasive argument. In the poem, the persuasive argument
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is doubled: wear a mask to endure (to the black audience) and the injustice we suffer is
our torture (to the white audience). However, the poem’s universality lies in the fact that
everyone, white or black, has had to smile and pretend in certain situations so the
criticism regarding race remains ambiguous and uncensored, as the concept can be
applied to anyone in emotional pain. Gates points to the ability to move between black
and white audiences using the mask of blackness in a verbal sign as a way to move freely
between two discursive worlds. Dunbar’s use of “We” does that: the “we” signifies that
he is speaking to a group of individuals among whom he counts himself. Does he refer to
all of humanity or to the African American community? He is moving freely between two
worlds here so that the poem means one thing to African American readers while it
means another to white readers. Gates calls attention to this ability as being a rhetorical
tool that in black-white encounters “mask behaviors” as it uses the “devices of wit and
indirection” (78).
Likewise, just as Dunbar’s criticism of racial injustices escapes censorship,
Southern carnivalesque delights in devices of wit and indirection because laughter can
escape the false truths of the world. However, southern carnivalesque texts that are white
authored adopt black laughter or forms of it, and the distortion of black laughter does not
necessarily allow the text to signify or mask confrontation in the same way Gates or
Dunbar illustrates. Yet, nevertheless, these texts turn on indirectness and wit in similar
ways as the Signifying Monkey and the mask in order to generate laughter at everyone
and temporarily suspend hierarchical distinctions.
Before the argument progresses, however, it needs to be said that like Bakhtin’s
carnivalesque, southern carnivalesque is not meant to solve the world’s problems with
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hierarchy and socially-constructed, value-based binaries. It is an aesthetic value that is
meant to bring recognition of injustices to the human consciousness; it is meant to prompt
the imagination to dream of new possibilities. It does not pretend to map out what those
possibilities should be. Instead, like carnivalesque, Southern carnivalesque seeks to use
the grotesque to defamiliarize regional concepts even as it plays within those concepts. It
uses wit and indirection like that found in African American humor as a way to turn
regional concepts of race on their heads even as it provokes laughter at the ridiculous
images these cultural concepts produce.
However, southern carnivalesque proves to be problematic because in borrowing
from African American humor, it has had to latch onto the many cultural art forms that
have historically distorted African American culture and humor because African
American humor has not been an open forum on display for whites. This project gathers
the various distortions of African American humor and laughter into one trope: the darker
face of laughter. The darker face of laughter refers to the minstrel mask, minstrel
laughter, minstrel tropes, Sherwood Anderson’s “dark laughter” that is aimed at whites
feeling the burden of their own impotency due to the hyper-civilizing effects of
industrialization and modernity, and authentic black laughter that points to the injustices
of racism and serves as a reminder of the tragedy of slavery. Southern carnivalesque uses
one or more of the three forms of laughter as a way to disturb social consciousness and its
perception and fear of difference.
Hence, Southern carnivalesque is best defined as a playful encounter with
“difference” where the darker face of laughter rises out of the haunted white
consciousness of writers seeking to subvert hegemony through creating a spectacle for
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the purpose of confronting (and masking) racial anxieties, which may possibly provoke
recognition of racial injustices. Playful encounters can come in the form of tropes that
represent carnival-like, low-brow spectacles such as minstrel and vaudeville shows,
circuses, freak shows, parades, masquerades, drag, fights, and sometimes, carnivalesque
spectacles are staged around funerals, weddings, and formal balls. Playful encounters
often toy with anxieties that surround social taboos such as miscegenation, incest, and
homosexuality.
The space within the southern carnivalesque is tricky to navigate because the
malfunctioning signal of popular culture creates havoc at the intersection of race and
laughter. Popular culture’s relationship to minstrel laughter and dark laughter mediates
peculiar images of blackness that evoke white superiority or white envy. However, black
laughter is not always successful in southern carnivalesque texts either because it is often
commodified so that it panders to a white social conscience without changing the historic,
stereotypical images of blackness. Thus, the project must begin with a paradigm of
southern carnivalesque, and it does so with an analysis of Reginald Martin’s Everybody
Knows What Time It Is But Nobody Can Stop the Clock. Martin’s novel serves as the
ideal southern carnivalesque novel because of its successful blending of African
American humor with southern carnivalesque elements. Further, the novel allows for a
broader discussion of African American humor’s literary traditions as well as the use of
black minstrelsy.
Next, the project identifies Mark Twain as an author operating within the space of
southern carnivalesque, and it revisits The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in order to
identify those ambiguous moments that complicate the text’s critical analysis. The
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analysis moves into an intertextual study between Twain’s novel and Ralph Ellison’s
Invisible Man as a way to determine that Twain’s writing was influenced by black
minstrelsy, which makes sense due to southern carnivalesque’s attraction to African
American humor. However, the argument acknowledges that southern carnivalesque texts
that employ minstrel aesthetics present a unique challenge for critics, as the aesthetics
almost negate those moments when the texts clearly work to defy social practices. The
challenge stems from southern carnivalesque’s attraction to African American humor, but
that humor and its laughter has been filtered through cultural art forms that have distorted
the humor and warped the sound of that Janus-faced laughter.
However, as times changed and the minstrel show’s popularity waned, southern
carnivalesque had to seek a new form of laugh aesthetic. Chapter three argues that
southern carnivalesque found its new laugh aesthetic adopted from black laughter in
Sherwood Anderson’s “dark laughter.” Sherwood Anderson, hearing black laughter on a
riverboat trip, incorporated it in his novel, Dark Laughter (1925). He brands this type of
laughter “dark laughter,” meaning, it is the “earthy, detached laughter” of blacks that is
always in the background as a haunting mechanism. White use of this type of dark
laughter confirms a white suspicion of a laughter that was otherwise thought to have been
kept underground, out of earshot of the whites, or perhaps masked with pretentions of
laughing at something other than the white “master” or “boss.” Dark Laughter is whiteconstructed and it is usually disembodied and haunting. It is haunting to some whites
because it is pointed directly at white fear of losing power, losing difference, losing
potency.
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Thus, chapter three charts the use and development of dark laughter and its
exchange with laughter from the Harlem Renaissance writers. Faulkner enters the
exchange of laughter as a modernist writer, but he infuses Anderson’s concept of dark
laughter with the public performance of black laughter as a way to layer the discursive
possibilities with a sound that defies language as well as social roles. This laughter is
double-edged in that it can celebrate the ideals of the American Dream even while it
derides the American nightmare (Boskin).The laughter, when used properly, infuses the
text with the power to call into question social practices and concepts.
Chapters four and five trace Faulkner’s progression from dark laughter to black
laughter and credit the development of Faulkner’s black laughter to Mardi Gras’
influence, particularly the laughter of Mardi Gras’ King Zulu. Faulkner, upon hearing
King Zulu’s laughter, recognizes that Anderson’s dark laughter lacks the acrid sound he
needs for his thematic effects. Thus, to experiment with form, Faulkner blends dark
laughter with black laughter in his novel The Sound and the Fury.
Chapter four follows Faulkner’s use of dark laughter that derides sexual
repressions or fears even while this laughter represents blacks having a resilient and
surviving spirit. In other words, Faulkner presents racial conflict as a spectacle in such a
way that it is meant to subvert laughter, and, through that laughter, empower blacks in the
modernizing world. This subversive laughter functions aesthetically and thematically in
terms of performing and defining blackness living and surviving within a white
dominated world. In this vein, Faulkner is experimenting with the laughter of King Zulu
in order to confront cultural traumas found within the repetitive representations of
traditional roles that capture the South in a looped performance of a violent past that
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negates their present and threatens their future if Southerners cannot come to understand
the horror and trauma of their own history and culture.
Further, Mardi Gras is a local popular cultural spectacle that the high culture saw
themselves performing for the masses. The elitism that surrounds Mardi Gras
performances along with the counter performance of King Zulu creates a complementary
function that materializes the history of social consciousness. The masked performances
of Mardi Gras converge easily with the visual awareness the film genre possess. If film
had the capacity to shape the consciousness of the nation, Mardi Gras was the
performance of that social consciousness – it was a reciprocating relationship within the
cultural industry.
Thus, chapter five treats Absalom, Absalom! as a text that creates a spectacle
encompassing the whole myth of the South and performing southern culture much like
Mardi Gras performs the circum-Atlantic history. Only Faulkner does not offer a clean
version that limns white culture as finding the Land of Promise. Instead, he offers a
performance of history and shows how ideology transforms human beings into grotesque
figures because of skewed perceptions. The novel as a cultural performance reads much
like a cultural confession, as Quentin and Shreve rehearse over and over all of the details
regarding Charles Bon’s murder. Finally, black laughter bonds to the confession as a way
to enhance the thematic effect, resounding much like King Zulu’s laughter so that the
laughter cuts into the constructions of race. Using popular culture’s attitude toward race,
as Mardi Gras does, Faulkner dresses his characters in a role and allows them to perform
a cultural spectacle that both reflects the culture it represents and ridicules it through the
grotesque and the macabre.
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Chapter six returns back to the darker face of laughter trope in order to illustrate
the three types of laughter functioning within contemporary southern literature. It
identifies minstrel aesthetics in John Berendt’s Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil
complicating racial images and playing up to racial anxieties regarding the black male
body. Then it moves forward to Connie Mae Fowler’s own development of dark laughter
in her novel How Clarissa Burden Learned to Fly, which discussion unites contemporary
southern literature’s identity to that of the past. The argument ends with Kathryn
Stockett’s use of black laughter in her novel The Help. This project examines how
southern carnivalesque interacts with blackness through the forms of laughter, but it does
not seek to rescue southern writers from allegations of racism. Instead, the project
focuses on how the evaluation of the texts’ laughter in relationship to blackness wreaks
havoc on textual interpretations unless that laughter is a social lubricant much like that of
black laughter.
However, because spectacles do not castigate a specific cultural vision, they can
often produce a sense of shame or disavowal when the horrifying reality is recognized in
all of its pungency. Thus, the chapters take on titles that point to the laughter’s intended
role in pointing to the South’s missed opportunities to become reborn, regenerated in a
carnivalesque way. At the heart of the argument lies this assertion: as a miscegenated folk
aesthetic unique to coping with regional trauma, Southern Carnivalesque footlights
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southern literature’s struggle for redemption of past atrocities so that regeneration can
occur in the South and in the nation where there has been so much pain and loss.6

6

In claiming Southern Carnivalesque is a miscegenated art form, I am taking a negative term and
turning it on its head exactly as author Albert Murray does when he calls the blending of African American
culture and American culture as an act of miscegenation. In The Omni-Americans, he states, “American
culture, even in its most rigidly segregated precincts, is patently and irrevocably composite. It is, regardless
of all the hysterical racial protestations of those who would have it otherwise, incontestably mulatto.
Indeed, for all their traditional antagonisms and obvious differences, the so-called black and so-called white
people of the United States resemble nobody else in the world so much as they resemble each other” (22).
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Chapter One: Southern Carnivalesque and Laughter’s Call
“The laughter itself suggests that which is arguably beyond representation: the torture of
bodies and psyches that the enslaved either endured or by which they perished.”
-- Glenda Carpio
Within African American culture, there is a laughter that derides the discrepancy
between America’s racial past and her ideology of freedom and equality. For many, the
laughter is chilling because it is a lingering, ghostly sound haunting the southern
landscape, even as it continues to counter narratives of master and slave cultural
conceptions. The haunting sound possesses our contemporary culture and occupies our
sense of feeling history, as it speaks to the living through imaginative discourses that
define supremacy and identity. The laughter belongs to the spirits of the historically
disenfranchised as well as the currently marginalized living. Black laughter is resistant to
and directed at dominant ideology regarding racial identity. This resilient and haunting
laughter occupies our imagination and forms the axis of Southern Carnivalesque.
Black laughter calls into question social practices and concepts. In much of
African American literature and many public performances, laughter signifies a gesture
that provokes an ethical evaluation of what is taking place within society. Such laughter,
when heard, provokes discomfort within whites, or as Sterling Brown says an
“unadmitting” of a deeper terror. The unadmitted terror is the abjuration of the fear of
repercussion or “strong men gittin’ stronger” (64). Unadmitting is a disowning of the
recognition that blacks have endured social injustices. Thus, when the laughter is heard,
anxiety builds within that imaginative space lying between free and “not free,” which
anxiety fabricates a “brew of darkness, otherness, alarm and desire” that controls the
internalization of racial ideologies (Morrison 38). According to Brown, this laughter has
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the power to strengthen black men and make white men “ill at ease, fearful” (56). Thus,
black laughter being part of African American humor is a tool against oppression.
Much of African American humor comes out of the African tradition of
signifying. It can be misunderstood, and its purpose can be misrecognized, as discussed
in the introduction. The indirect verbal gesture of laughter allows free movement within a
discursive world, but, as Gates points out, the signifying monkey often “wreaks havoc
upon the Signified,” as signifying turns on a “play and chain” of signifiers instead of the
signified, which could result in dire consequences if one misunderstands (53).
Likewise, when southern carnivalesque’s signifiers are misunderstood, there are
dire consequences. Southern carnivalesque signifies something is askew through
grotesque distortion and metaphoric debasement, as it playfully interlocks laughter and
blackness. In this interlocking, the darker face of laughter points to the thing that is
wrong in America: racial oppression. However, cultural perceptions of racial politics
often interfere with southern carnivalesque’s confrontation with the racial tragedy that
disrupts the national unity that America has only achieved in theory. This chapter
identifies southern carnivalesque when it is most effective. I argue that when black
laughter resounds unconstrained within the southern carnivalesque, racial tensions are
strained, as the spectacle illuminates racism’s perniciousness. The chapter uses Reginald
Martin’s novel Everybody Knows What Time It Is but Nobody Can Stop the Clock as a
paradigm for southern carnivalesque, and shows how southern carnivalesque at its best
differs slightly from African American humor. Thus, the chapter looks at Martin’s novel
in conjunction with Frank Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends and Charles Chestnut’s
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The Conjure Woman, as a way to discriminate between African American humor and
southern carnivalesque humor.
Everybody Knows What Time It Is but Nobody Can Stop the Clock illustrates
that southern carnivalesque’s best complement is African American humor. The novel is
set in 2017, and it anticipates a continuation of racial oppression in the future despite the
novel’s real “post-racial era.” Zip Peters, caught in white America’s capitalist system,
drifts from job to job searching for a way to escape the system that holds him hostage in
the lower rungs of society. His life changes when he meets Dennis Johnston, a former
English Professor, and Siedah Jackson, an engineer. The three characters become
entangled in a mystery that leads to self-discovery as well as buried treasure on an old
plantation. As plantation history is restaged and countered with African history, truth
about oppression is revealed and Zip’s identity with history becomes Afrocentric. The
novel juxtaposes African history, European colonization, and American slavery/racism,
as Zip grapples with history and capitalism. The novel’s use of history and spectacle
nicely illustrates where southern carnivalesque differs from African American humor.
Although the novel is set in the future, Martin’s novel points to the subtle forms
of racism that still surface in today’s society, and Zip’s laughter rings like an accusation
against the “vast Caucasian Corporate System (CCS)” (19). Zip works the night shift as a
hotel reservationist with an office full of women, and he despite his seniority, he has
recently been passed over for a promotion. Zip is baffled by the CCS pointing to his lack
of interpersonal skills when people in the office seem to like him. The lack is the
documented reason for his being passed over for a promotion that should have been his
based on his experience. Instead, it was given to a newer coworker, a white drug addict.

24

Why was it given to him? Debra, Zip’s coworker, says it was because “he’s white and
loves Jesus” (19). The allusion to Jesus and race entangles racism with religion, reflecting
an historical entanglement since the days of slavery. The statement is meant to mock the
disparity between a religion of love and the practice of racism, which also establishes the
novel’s deriding tone toward white America.
In the tradition of African American humor, the novel creates a spectacle that
subverts minstrel laughter into a form of racial critique. Zip is a riff on the historic Zip
Coon, and he is a contemporary example of the historically disenfranchised bellowing in
laughter.1 He serves to call attention to the injustices the marginalized endured and
continue to endure even in a post-racial era. Zip, entertaining his coworkers with his
“Afro-American angst,” announces “um justa nigger, don’t know no English,” and he
explodes in a “deafening fart across the cubicle. The smell was like a living thing” (20).
As Zip “balled up and fell to the floor convulsing in ropes of laughter,” he waylays the
American capitalist system that awards whiteness and oppresses blackness (20). Zip
begins a barrage of flatulence that punctuates his outburst against American capitalism
and racism, which causes him more laughter. The laughter masks Zip’s anger about being
controlled by “the system.” Martin uses, as Ishmael Reed states on the book’s cover,
“trickster comedy involving excretory and reproductive functions” as a means to
represent Zip’s response to the American system that has made lives “wretched” and into
“things rather than human beings.”
Zip’s adroit use of the minstrel mask targets the notion of whiteness much like
King Zulu’s performance strategy. The mask, when subverted or inverted, provides an

1

Zip Coon is a minstrel show staple character. He is a free black “putting on airs,” which
incongruence became part of the comic element that encouraged laughter.
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opportunity to highlight the collision of black and white perceptions of one another. The
carnivalizing of race is actually a critical response to ideological contradictions. Both Zip
and King Zulu, deft in trickster wit, realize that the minstrel mask, when nimbly used,
pushes the boundaries of freedom to find possibilities that are otherwise out of reach. In
other words, Zip’s anger can be expressed freely because his “ropes of laughter” seem to
make his anger impotent.
Ralph Ellison comments on this strategy when he finds that the mask can help
him discover Northern freedoms as a newcomer from the South. He states, “’masking’ is
more than the adoption of a disguise. Rather, it is a playing upon possibility, a strategy
through which the individual projects a self-elected identity and makes of himself a
‘work of art’” (“An Extravagance of Laughter”). In other words, the mask is more than a
disguise of an inauthentic personality or character, it is a strategy that protects the core
identity while it projects the performance of a cultural identity for the purpose of pushing
beyond the social boundaries in order to state truth that is tragically human. For example,
Zip is conscious of how he is perceived as “justa nigger,” but he uses that mask to signify
that he is more qualified than the white man who was promoted (20). He says, “Lord
knows I don’t know how to communicate with people and that freaked-out Southern
Baptist, coke-head who can’t pronounce the word skill without adding enough short I’s to
choke a Clydesdale does” (20). If overheard and pressed upon to state his meaning, the
statement can readily be turned to mean that despite the white man’s flaws, Zip cannot
compete. Further, listeners that misrecognize the signifiers may hear a humorous
concession that Zip’s skills are beneath a cocaine addict who speaks in a heavy southern
drawl. However, the signifier “skill” says another thing: the man who cannot say the
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word skill is not qualified at all. Signifying the white man as the man without skill is an
indirect statement that claims Zip is the more qualified worker. Such signifying is what
his coworkers enjoyed as a means to laugh at the white bosses and white callers who call
and complain about the choice of hotel the reservationists reserved.
However, because such laughter that inverts the minstrel mask is Janus faced, it is
often castigated as degradingly minstrel, which dismisses the likes of Zip and King Zulu
as perpetuating stereotypes instead of confronting them through satirical performances.
Nonetheless, the individual using laughter to degrade the self while carnivalizing race or
society belies American myths and ideology in that it signifies a repudiation of those
myths and ideologies. In other words, the person that degrades the self while
carnivalizing his or her cultural ideologies is not embracing those cultural ideologies and
internalizing them, but is mocking them.
Because Zip is a contemporary character living in what has been called a post
racial culture, his mask is more transparent than those of his literary ancestors; thus, to
fully understand the concept of the Janus face, it is necessary to go further back in history
to see Zip’s predecessors deftly using the trickster’s mask. Frank Webb’s fictional book
The Garies and Their Friends is one of the earliest African American authored novels
that introduces white readers to the concept that blacks can wear one face for the master
and reserve another for themselves. These masks signify how well slaves and freed
blacks covertly operated as trickster figures for some kind of personal gain – which act is
always performed with hidden laughter.
Webb’s novel, published in 1857, bravely confronts racial issues such as passing,
racial identity, racism, inequality and injustices, and hegemony within and without the
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black race. The Garies are a family consisting of a white father, a black mother, and
biracial children, and they are at the top of both the white and black social hierarchy
within the novel. The Garies negotiate between racial spaces of the South and
Philadelphia, as they are from the South and they move to Philadelphia. The reader soon
learns that the Garies do not have many white friends, but Emily’s black friends are
devoted to the Garies’ safety, even risking their lives to protect them during the race riot
in Philadelphia. As the novel progresses, it becomes apparent that Webb has weighed
American ideology against reality and recognizes there is hope for redemption within the
hell of slavery and racism. However, that redemption must come with white recognition
of their hypocrisy and violent oppression and blacks need to recognize that they are not a
helpless race living among a predator. Thus, laughter becomes a potent tool in subverting
hegemony.
Webb draws from Esu’s African traditions of hidden laughter when he exposes
ways that signifying discontent is often disguised within stereotypical behaviors. Web
offers Kinch as a character to counter the image of black subservience through laughter.
Kinch is a friend of Charlie’s. Charlie Ellis is from a middle-class black family that relies
on serving jobs to make ends meet. It comes time for Charlie to work, but he does not
want to work as a servant to a white woman. Thus, Kinch teaches Charlie the trickster
role as a way to level power within the slave/master relationship. Charlie, not wanting to
be enlisted into servitude, asks Kinch, “What did you do, Kinch, to get away from the
people you were with?” (41). Kinch replies laughing:
don’t, boy, don’t ask me – my conscience troubles me awful about it
sometimes. I fell up the stairs with dishes, and fell down the stairs with
dishes. I spilled oil on the carpet, and broke a looking-glass; but it was all
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accidental – entirely accident – they found I was too “spensive,” and so
they sent me home. (41)
Kinch’s laughter resonates through these staged acts of clumsiness. Keeping in mind that
slavery was still legal during the time of Webb’s book, it is important to note that Kinch’s
staged acts give a glimpse of that trickster humor and the hidden laughter that is
associated with it. The whites Kinch served never heard the laughter that Charlie hears.
Webb allows this laughter to resonate with defiance, as Kinch planned these acts as a way
to be dismissed because quitting would have been construed as insubordination. Where
Zip could quit his job, Kinch could not because his white employers had the power to
seek retribution against him if they thought him ungrateful for his economic opportunity.
And like Zip’s humor, Kinch’s humor relies on racist assumptions that associate
buffoonery with blackness; thus he is able to escape the violence of retribution had the
acts been proven to have been premeditated and orchestrated for the purpose of escape.
Charlie seeks to mimic Kinch’s performance, but he cannot get away with it
because his form of vengeance seeks to destroy the image of his white employer, making
the joke against oppression more obvious. For his first trick, he arranges for Lord
Morton to catch Mrs. Thomas in her cleaning garb without her wig. She is mortified.
Because the act is a deliberate defiance of orders, she recognizes that Charlie, who is
chuckling, has played this trick on purpose. She states, “’I’ll give it to you, you scamp!
You did it on purpose, […] Don’t deny it – I know you did;’” (78). Kinch’s subtle,
ambiguous acts could not be read past the stereotypical because the actions destroyed
property not persons. Charlie’s was more aggressive.
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However, Charlie’s fiasco illustrates how such trickery should work:
under the violent restrictions of slavery and segregation, African
Americans developed the art of tendentious jokes so well, in particular
those that mask aggression, that often they left whites ‘with the baffled
general feeling that [they had] been lampooned [before their very eyes]
without quite knowing how.’ (Carpio 5)
Though at first, Mrs. Thomas is baffled at how she has been lampooned in her own home,
she comes to understand what has happened because Charlie is in the middle of the
chaos, “chuckling.” Mrs. Thomas understands “That boy will be the death of me” (78).
Charlie’s sense of humor oversteps the boundaries between subterfuge and overt
sabotage. However, because the laughter cuts the core of white pretense and
pompousness, the scene still functions an example of how black humor operates in the
binary spaces between black/white and slave/master as a way to mask aggression and
target racial injustice.
Kinch and Charlie are just two examples of Webb’s use of African American
humor. Many of Webb’s black characters perform racial scripts in front of the whites
while laughing or commenting about it when alone, which draws on African American
Folk Tale humor. For example, Ben, a black hotel worker, performs the “hain’t got no
kind of marster to look after me” role and says he wishes he was “back on de old place!”
He is affecting a southern dialect and subservient mannerisms in an attempt to get a
bigger tip from Mr. Winston from New Orleans, whom Ben mistakes as the typical
southern cavalier. However, the performance is dismissed with a tirade as Mr. Winston
dismisses him with disgust. He says, “Any man that prefers slavery to freedom deserves
to be a slave – you ought to be ashamed of yourself. Go out of the room, sir, as quick as
possible!” (47). Out of Mr. Winston’s sight and hearing, Ben says to a coworker in a
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perfect Northern dialect, “Phew […] that was a great miss” (48). Ben’s ability to perform
the role that he believes will allow him to escape abuse or castigation demonstrates how
African American humor plays on stereotypes as a way to cope with racism while at the
same time using the performance for personal gain.
Charles Chesnutt brings African American humor into sharper focus. Chesnutt’s
The Conjure Woman is one of the best examples of how African American humor
signifies a social critique of slavery and its aftermath. Writing about a postReconstruction South, Chesnutt uses the conjure woman as a character who performs the
trickster role with a subtle power functioning inside stories that John, the white listener,
quickly dismisses as nonsensical folktales. Chesnutt writes about racism subtly enough
that his criticisms warranted little critical attention during his era, as he wrapped his
critiques with ambiguous laughter. Chesnutt’s black characters speak through the mouth
of the white narrator and thus remain under the mask of white control; however, the
humor that derides white arrogance escapes that control, often times to the white
narrator’s chagrin. Uncle Julius uses tales of conjuring to shift reality as a means to
defamiliarize the horrors of slavery through humor and magic. In this way, he is the
trickster figure resisting and countering oppressive ideology.
Unlce Julius’ tales show how stories can mask complaints about racial injustices,
and in this particular case, about being treated as moveable property. For example,
“Becky’s Pickaninny” is about a slave mother sold away from her infant son. The mother
is so overwrought with grief that she takes to her deathbed, proving to be a worthless
sale. Becky’s Pickanniny signals the resistance of the master’s power and control over the
slave’s body and circumstance. At the same time, the conjure woman has placed a hex on
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Becky, which parallels Becky’s resistance. The presence of the conjure woman within the
tale masks Becky’s resistance to her master’s orders. Hence, Becky is first sold and then
returned to her son because of Aunt Peggy’s conjuring not because she physically
resisted the slave’s role.
Also voiced within Uncle Julius’ stories is the complaint of being treated as
livestock. In the story, “The Conjurer’s Revenge,” Julius persuades John to buy a horse to
plow a new plot of land because Julius knows a man who wants to sell a lame horse.
Julius tells John that he does not like to drive a mule because every time he whips a mule,
he feels he is whipping some of his own relations due to that fact he knew of a man that
was conjured into a mule. Inserting the image of a man turning into a mule highlights the
experience of slavery, as he points to the process of transforming a man into a commodity
whipped into field service. The story calls attention to the hard labor and horrific
treatments slaves endured, and it illustrates Carpio’s assertion about African American
humor and the function of African American laughter:
Chesnutt draws a dark comedy out of these transformation and puts it in
the service of tragedy, showing how attempts to repossess the disposed
body are almost always defeated by the institutionalized violence of
slavery. Thus laughter in his tales is often the sound of the tragic
recognition of dispossession. At another level, conjure in Chesnutt also
entails the appropriation and transformation of racial stereotypes as a way
of thwarting and rearranging his readers’ racial assumptions and
expectations. The result is an entropic form of humor that constantly puts
in tension the experience and interpretation of slavery. (16)
In other words, Chesnutt uses comedy as a means to insert a subtle laughter that
contradicts the tragedy of slavery even as it asserts that tragedy. The laughter has the
power to fill sympathetic ears and draw attention to racial injustices.
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While John dismisses these folk tales as tricks used for personal gain, all of the
tales seem to affect his wife, which speaks to the literary traditions that appeal to the
Northern woman’s sympathetic ear (a tradition of Jacob’s slave narrative). The wife’s
sympathy signifies a hope that there is an audience listening to what is signified in
African American humor and oral traditions that will be moved to sway their white men
toward doing right. The wife symbolizes a hope that (as Zip puts it when he talking about
his white professor friend) “there are whites whose characters are so magnanimously
good that they refuse to do wrong even when blacks are on their hands and knees begging
to be exploited” (60).
What remains unspoken in all of Uncle Julius’ stories is the fact that all of
America benefitted from slavery – which is the joke on Northern audiences who believed
themselves to be too far removed from the participation of slavery that they could afford
to criticize the South without taking part of the blame. Uncle Julius stories signify
disposed bodies trapped in the exploitation of labor that fueled a national economy. He
plays assumptions about blackness against the use the black body in crises to illustrate the
physical endurance of slavery, even as he entertains for the purpose of some type of
personal gain. So, while John may chuckle at the nonsense of the tale, the story uses
nonsense to signify a great truth that is conveniently ignored. The signifying gesture
engages metaphors as a rhetorical technique to indirectly imply an accusation against
John and by extension the North.
The contrast between Martin’s Zip and Webb’s Kinch or Chesnutt’s Uncle Julius
illustrates the relationship between the mask’s thickness and the oppressiveness of the
dominating culture. There is nothing indirect about Zip’s accusations against white
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society as he rails against the system. While his harangue is meant only for his black
coworkers, Martin’s white audiences are allowed to hear those direct accusations that
Kinch or Uncle Julius made indirect with humor. For Zip, only the rage, not the
accusation, is tempered with African American humor, which makes black rage more
palatable for whites. Webb’s and Chesnutt’s black characters’ had to perform within the
confines of the nineteenth century minstrel mask or the trickster role so their accusations
and complaints only fell on the sympathetic ready to receive the understanding of what
the humor signified.
However, while Zip can openly express what Kinch or Uncle Julius must mask in
stereotypical behaviors or allegories, the humor has the same purpose. Humor, as part of
a stereotypical social role, can have double meaning and the laughter (hidden or audible)
from that humor shields the hidden transcripts of the actor. Scott argues that subordinates
will perform a public transcript (the social role) that governs the “open interaction
between subordinates and those who dominate;” however, the performance of the public
transcript can often be a disguise that masks the act of playing the fool in order to discern
the real intentions and possible threat of the power holder (Scott 3). However, once off
the public stage, hidden transcripts may reveal the disparity between the public mask and
the private individual. Yet, as Scott points out, sometimes these hidden transcripts storm
the public stage and breach the etiquette of power relations (Scott 7-8).
Often laughter, whether it is audible or not, is found at the core of these hidden
transcripts, as the pleasure lies in controlling the conversation or situation in such a way
that the dominator’s response is anticipated. Unlike Zip’s outburst, hidden transcripts are
rarely blurted out, Scott argues, but they find their way on the public stage as actors take
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“advantage of the anonymity of a crowd,” and “they manage a thousand artful ways to
imply that they are grudging conscripts to the performance” (15). In other words, Kinch
and Uncle Julius may not have had the opportunity to blurt out their complaints as
directly as Zip, but their complaints and grudges were just as plain to see in the
performance of the mask if one is savvy enough to grasp the meaning.
However, while Zip uses African American humor to point to America’s racial
injustices, he also uses degradation of his body to make himself a metaphor for the
injustices he decries: it is here that the novel digresses from African American humor
and builds a spectacle around a southern carnivalesque performance. While African
American humor redirects hostility away from whites and deprecates the black performer,
southern carnivalesque fuels the hostility with a spectacle that performs racial politics as
a means to spotlight (not subvert) a reflection of the master/slave dichotomy. Such a
spotlight exposes a subjugated body as a startling or grotesquely ridiculous trope. For
example, early in the novel, Zip’s complaints against corporate America materialize as
abject substances like flatulence and excrement. His flatulence “that was like a living
thing” punctuates his tirade against the system, and the laughter he and his coworkers belt
out masks Zip’s seriousness of his sophisticated, intellectual analysis about the system
that keeps them at “piss-ass jobs” (19). The rant is motivated by an irate caller in Atlanta
who calls the hotel reservation services in Memphis to complain about a toilet that has
exploded and soaked him in his own excrement. He also complains that the reservation
service stuck him in the “nigger part of Atlanta” (19). Zip explodes himself and exposes
his discontent about losing his promotion to someone who snorts up “everything – face
bowls, floor tiles, toilets, everything” (19). After his rant, Zip makes the analogy between
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himself and the explosive toilet through empathy for the toilet. He says, “maybe the toilet
just got tired of being shit in […] ‘Hey, let me give you a little of this back and see how
you gon like it’” (21). The scatological analogy works because it was a white man who
got his own excrement sprayed on him, and Zip has already said he is not “going to take
this shit anymore” (19). Zip’s foul language and his explosive tirade against the white
system parallel the actual excrement on the racist white man who is representing Zip’s
object of anger. Zip’s hostility focuses the spectacle’s attention on an image that
illustrates the perniciousness of the master/slave dichotomy.
While African American humor often employs self-degrading jokes, the jokes
signify racism and subvert racial ideology through encoding, whereas southern
carnivalesque uses degradation of black bodies as a symbol or a metaphor for social
conditions. Zip uses degradation for a humorous effect, but that humor is what Bakhtin
calls the “essential principle of grotesque realism where the abstract [Zip’s anger]
transfers to the material, the body” (19 -20). This is where southern carnivalesque
borrows from Bakhtin’s carnivalesque and blends it with African American traditions of
humor. Laughter erupts from the space where the abstract transfers to the material,
characterizing Zip’s laughter as the people’s laughter – especially since Zip has
previously announced himself as “Joe Negro,” signifying he is both the anonymous
“Negro” and all “Negroes” within the Caucasian Corporate System (19).
As he degrades himself as a means to become a living metaphor, he also presents
a spectacle based in African American traditions of humor as his flatulence and laughter
mock the powerful system that he seeks to expose and escape because he does not want
to be capital waste himself (McInnis). He uses self-degradation to signify himself as a
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metaphor, like the toilet, he is not going to take anymore “shit,” but he is at his breaking
point of giving it back to them (21). Zip’s ability to cloak his criticism in self-degrading
humor illustrates how black laughter or African American humor has always operated
beyond the ken of whites. As Carpio states, African American humor “had to be cloaked
in secrecy lest it be read as transgressive and punished by violence” (4). Also, the
cloaking is further emphasized when Zip’s humor becomes too aggressively hostile: he is
told in a whisper to “Shut and sit down now” because he is getting “too loud” (19). What
Debra understands is that Zip’s bold laughter represents the noise of combativeness that
if overheard could get Zip into trouble. It is at this warning that Zip covers his humorous
rant against the system with flatulence.
However, as Zip degrades himself with his flatulence, the visual and olfactory
impact of the exploding toilet emphasizes the parallel treatment between human waste,
capital waste, and Zip’s black body; hence, the spectacle performs within the southern
carnivalesque tradition. In Bakhtin’s carnivalesque, degradation uses the destructive and
the negative so that what is degraded in the lower level can experience regeneration.
Bakhtin states, "To degrade is to bury, to sow, and to kill simultaneously, in order to
bring forth something more and better" (21). Thus, true to carnivalesque treatment, Zip’s
degrading self-recognition in the excrement the toilet expels generates a rebirth, as Zip
chooses this scene, this moment, to leave and begin a journey that helps him realize the
value of African and African American history in relationship to his sense of worth and
identity. Thus, Zip’s exiting the system, his explosive bodily functions, and his anger
paralleling the exploding toilet becomes a spectacle functioning as southern
carnivalesque, as Zip’s body becomes a metaphor for social injustices.
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The difference between southern carnivalesque and African American humor is
the representation of the black body in relationship to its rhetorical purpose. African
American humor may degrade or debase the image of the black body in order to subvert
cultural ideologies that define black identity. The joke or the humor is more of a lesson or
a cultural derision than the black body. On the other hand, southern carnivalesque
degrades the black body in grotesque distortions or debased humor so that the black body
becomes a metaphor for conditions in the south, and by extension, America. The
paradigm of southern carnivalesque emerges within the novel as the crudity of Zip’s
behavior reflects Zip’s acute self-awareness of a racial body living in a late capitalistic
society. Thus, even as the degradation of his body is used as a metaphor that analyzes and
criticizes late capitalist values and historical myths, his black laughter points to a need for
social and cultural reform.
Zip, as a metaphor for America’s abjected substance, returns to the site of the
plantation to confront the origin of the system that locked him into the degraded state he
signifies on at the beginning of the novel. Blowing out of his place of work and leaving
Memphis behind him, he embarks on a journey that places him within a spectacle on the
plantation site, which will illustrate that southern carnivalesque works best when African
American traditions and humor are the dominant informers of the spectacle.
Staging historical concepts of the master/slave dichotomy is a southern
carnivalesque element if the characters themselves become participants within the
spectacle instead of viewers, as "carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people; they live
in it, and everyone participates because its very idea embraces all the people"(Bakhtin 7).
The characters' participation in history that southern carnivalesque requires is usually
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achieved through haunting. However, Martin achieves it through vodun's synchronous
time and signifying to Absalom, Absalom!, which has its own haunted plantation and
haunted bodies.
Once Zip is characterized as one who is drifting in the present because he feels
locked out of the Caucasian Corporate System, the novel plays with the reader's sense of
linear time, much like Ishmael Reed's Mumbo Jumbo. Chapter seven opens with the
history of Memphis, Tennessee's origins. The history is in italics to signify it as stream of
consciousness. As Zip, now in Atlanta signing in lounges, fights in his dressing room
with one of his girlfriends about him getting the opportunity for his big break, the words
Zip speaks aloud seem to actually be in conversation with the historical events that are
presented. As chapter seven dramatically introduces Major Winchester as the man who
by hook and crook settled Memphis, Zip interjects "Ah, I-don't-want-to-hear-this-shitok?" (76). The chapter continues between history's stream of consciousness and Zip's
present action. When the narrative reaches the climax of Winchester "bringing the
stability and order to civilization" with his plantation, "Zip looked longingly up toward
the window – bars" (77). The humor is African American as it focuses on history's
intersection with plantations and slavery. Zip sees bars at the moment of the plantation's
origin because he is still enduring the impact of slavery: locked out from financial
opportunity as he is locked inside the Caucasian Corporate System. The interaction
between history and Zip creates a strange effect that makes it seem as if Zip is conversing
on some conscious level with history. Vodun's belief in synchronous time explains how
Zip can converse with history and even become a participant in it as he returns to
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Memphis as a slave descendent to rectify the wrongdoings of the past through finding and
claiming hidden treasure that is rightfully his by virtue of inheritance.
As Zip travels to Memphis and through Memphis, Martin draws on the Signifying
tradition, as he signifies on Absalom, Absalom! For many, Absalom, Absalom! is a novel
about the American South’s origins, but for Martin, it is a novel that allows him to
conflate African history, Southern history, and the history of Memphis. James Winchester
purchases land in 1818 before the Memphis area is settled, and his descendants come to
play major parts in Memphis politics. Martin signifies on Memphis’ historical
beginnings, but moves the date to 1859, and he parallels a Major Millbranch that settled
Memphis with Absalom’s Thomas Sutpen. Millbranch, like Sutpen, has run away from
his “white trash loser family” (85 Martin) to beat the system that oppressed him and
joined the upper class through shrewd choices that landed him in control of slaves and the
ability to settle into Memphis as a plantation owner. Memphis’ cotton planters, “the white
SOCIETY, only recently having dredged themselves up from the sinkholes of eastern
Arkansas, west Tennessee, and north Mississippi on the backs of black workers” were
outraged because Millbranch, a man determined “to forge himself a birthright” thought
that “money can buy breeding and class” (75). Millbranch, like Sutpen, built the biggest
house, grew the best cotton, and married the “whitest” woman he could find. He appears
“from nowhere and invented himself” much like Sutpen who Faulkner describes as
forging a dynasty when he “Tore violently a plantation – tore violently. And married
[Miss Rosa Coldfield’s] sister Ellen” (5).
The plantation as the site for the spectacle allows history to be re-examined and
re-evaluated in relationship to blackness in order to reveal a hidden truth. Absalom,
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Absalom!, re-presents the South’s origins from a white privileged class point of view,
whereas Martin’s Everyone Knows What Time It Is revises that history to include the
history of Africa. Africa's history is not represented with the stream of consciousness
italics. Africa's history is in Zip's narrative voice and focuses on Africa's intersection with
Europe, even as Zip and Millbranch seem to merge in their conscious recognition of
Africa's valuable contributions to the globe. Millbranch, having gained an education
through reading the books of his former employer, recognizes what is “between the lines”
in the “tampered with history,” and he filters some of that history into the story, which
filters into Zip’s consciousness via animist beliefs that allow the living to experience past
and present. As Millbranch and Zip narrate the forgotten history of blacks and Africa, the
narratives counter southern myths of gentility and divine rights. Millbranch’s
recollections recenter Africa on the world stage of advanced civilization that “kicks the
shit outta everyone else for 6,000 years” (87). Millbranch’s account of Afrocentrism
reverses Western ideology and gives Africa a history, an admirable past. The account is
in the middle of the novel and parallels Zip’s discovery of his own past that will lead him
to buried treasure. The real treasure, however, a metaphoric “black key” that unlocks the
“unutterable secret to conquering the world” is Zip’s ability to finally embrace the value
of blackness and all of its history. (159).
As Martin revises Absalom, Absalom!, he counters Southern history with Africa’s
history, and he removes the novel’s “forbidden space of blackness” – as Morrison
describes Absalom, Absalom! (58). Zip, made blacker than before from a black light
(read black enlightenment), has the key to conquer the world with his visible blackness
instead of the eradication of race, as Faulkner suggests with the blood of African kings
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becoming white as snow. Zip’s body becomes a trope for black power in that his
blackness will conquer the world with a black that is made blacker than black instead of
fading into whiteness through miscegenation. Despite the seriousness of the topic,
Martin’s revision of the novel is a parody that mocks “tampered with” history even as it
reveals the atrocities of the slave trade and African oppression.
With Zip acting the part of a clown even while he discovers what his world was in
relationship to his blackness, the novel masks important cultural criticisms. Zip’s comic
reaction to beating corporate America with his buried treasure is actually a mask for
deploring white ontology and western myths. Further, behind the mask is a character who
comes to understand Africa’s suppressed history and the value of blackness in a late
capitalist society that still insists on giving promotions to white men, even white men
with drug addictions. From here, the novel takes the abjected symbol of excrement, Zip's
black body, and repositions it in Afrocentrism rather than within the master/slave
dichtomy. The repositioning regenerates Zip's sense of self-worth, even as he is made
rich with treasure. Thus, Martin's novel illustrates that southern carnivalesque, in its
desire to spotlight the problem of the color line, is best served with African American
humor and black laughter that counters the narrative of white American history.
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Chapter Two: The Recognition and Mimicry of Laughter’s Call
Laughter is received in a different manner by the person ridiculed, according a he who
uses the ridicule evidences good nature, friendship, and esteem of the person he laughs
at, or the contrary. –Francis Hutcheson
Like Zip’s humor harkening back to African American humor’s traditions of
subverting the minstrel mask, southern carnivalesque also draws from the rich
possibilities of the minstrel mask, even though doing so renders interpretations of such
texts problematic. Black laughter has not always been culturally accessible to white
authors, particularly those writing before 1970. Thus, southern carnivalesque does not
necessarily overtly adapt into its form unadulterated African American humor. Instead,
the form has had to improvise, making do with the available cultural indices that could be
manipulated into a mocking laughter that signifies the laughter of carnival. Southern
carnivalesque relishes in the laughter from the minstrel mask and takes pleasure in
redirecting that laugh at everyone who laughs at the minstrel “darky.” However, the
improvisation leaves a majority of southern carnivalesque novels vulnerable to
misrecognition.
This project places a fearless critical gaze on those moments where black bodies
and laughter intersect at the crossroads of private and public identity. My argument
begins with Mark Twain’s Jim. He fails as a black character because of his relationship to
laughter and white audiences, and it is only through recognizing Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man as a text that signifies on Huckleberry Finn that readers can fully comprehend
exactly where Twain succeeds and fails in his development of Jim, and thus recognize the
pitfalls of southern carnivalesque using minstrel tropes. I focus on the laughter’s
relationship to the novels’ audiences and the black body. When in the mouths of
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oppressing characters, the laughter seeks to solidify stereotypical identities that subjugate,
but when laughter is from the resisting subordinate characters, it mocks the dominator. In
much of African American literature and many public performances, laughter signifies a
gesture that provokes an ethical evaluation of what is taking place within society. Such
laughter signifies either a recognition of America’s atrocities or as Sterling Brown says
an “unadmitting” of those atrocities.1 Thus, laughter reflects the anxiety that escapes that
imaginative space lying between the “free” and the “not free,” as laughter forces
recognition of injustice or reveals an unadmitting of the already disavowed.
The scene that introduces Jim typifies a historical slave presence in Twain’s The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.2 “Hm! What you know ‘bout witches?” Jim would say
to his friends who were always “talking about witches in the dark by the kitchen fire”
(36). His experience with witches made him an authority on the subject, as slaves would
come from miles around to see the five-cent piece a witch left him; he was somewhat of a
local celebrity. Jim’s newly found authority on the supernatural made him “most ruined
for a servant because he got so stuck up on account of having seen the devil and been
rode by witches” (36). As a black slave, Jim arrests the readers’ attention with folklore
that connects mysticism with blackness to form a familiar image that the post-Civil War
nation popularized. The encounter with the devil and witches accounts for Jim’s ruination
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Sterling Brown, Harlem Renaissance writer, illustrates the power of laughter in his 1931 poem
“Strong Man.” The poem aggressively and directly confronts historical atrocities committed against the
black race. However, he illustrates how black laughter has historically been the sound that masks the
frustrations of the black race toiling underneath oppression. He points out how the laughter is received
“They heard the laugh and wondered; / Uncomfortable; / Unadmitting a deeper terror …/ (lines 46-48).
2

Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination discusses the
“African Presence” as a connotative term of blackness that African people signify. She discusses the
presence as a presence that is crucial to the white American sense of American identity and how blackness
is a trope for “not free, not me” that allows for the imaginative portrayal of blackness to serve as a
meditation of the self where fears and desires can reside.
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as a slave because he has a sense of power and authority. Yet, the superstitious folklore
serves to distance Jim from the Nat Turner image of blackness that antebellum white
culture bitterly feared. His suspect encounter with witches makes him a buffoon who
attracts the laughter from the audience, as readers laugh at the non-threatening, naïve,
disempowered image of blackness trapped in dire conditions that white society inflicted
by way of slavery. Jim’s experience with witches imposes upon him a comic mask that
seemingly portrays a black presence as passive and non-accusatory of historical
wrongdoings.
Jim as the comic object places blackness under the same white gaze as minstrel
shows do. If Jim’s character is a flat stereotype of minstrel humor that represents
blackness as simple, servile, and comic, it is because the nation, delighted with minstrel
shows, determined the ways in which Twain could legitimize sensitivity to or sympathy
for blacks.3 Thus, as Twain endows Jim with the mask of antebellum blackness, Jim
becomes a grotesque minstrel figure that goes from a hoodoo figure playing with witches,
to a sick Arabian painted blue, to being “white inside,” to a slave back in chains. The
reader asks who is the black man who elicits giggles every time he prances across the
page?
The minstrel formula that made the image of the comic synonymous with blacks
as superstitious, abject, plantation hands is a formula that whites went wild over in
popular presses and road shows. The witch scene that introduces Jim as a superstitious
slave who has become “most ruined” for service exemplifies Jessie Fauset’s point about
the minstrel medium. She states, “In passing one pauses to wonder if this picture of the
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Eric Lott points to the tradition that celebrated minstrelsy as a public forum (with possible
liberating effects) for the slave culture. Love and Theft, Chapter 1.

45

black American as a living comic supplement has not been painted in order to
camouflage the real feeling and knowledge of his white compatriot” (45-46). In other
words, white America latches onto the comic image as a necessary escape from
acknowledging the tragedy of slavery, the injustice of robbing one of one’s own life.
Twain’s minstrel construction of Jim is the novel’s Achilles’ heel, metaphorically
speaking, in that the contemplation of black presence is trivialized, if not marginalized,
which allows a social conscience to remain unpricked. Perpetuating and exploiting comic
images of blackness instead of raising social awareness when it was needed most is why
contemporary readers and critics often rebuke the novel. William Stanley Braithwaite
criticizes such use of black caricaturing when he says, “these writers refused to see the
tragedy of the Negro and capitalized on his comedy” (34). Such a man as Jim is a fad, a
post bellum product that posits comedy around a tragic figure within the historical canvas
of humanity. Thus, comic figures like Jim represent a cultural disavowal of slavery’s
tragic drama on the American stage. Judging the African presence that Jim presents,
according to Ralph Ellison, Twain was “too much a victim of the history of his time”
(171). Jim’s character vacillates between serving as a literary moral agent and as
minstrel comedian. Ellison states:
Fiction isn’t written out of history – it is written out of other art forms.
The going art form for depicting Negroes, the one freshest on the minds of
people during Mark Twain’s time, was the popular art form of the blackfaced minstrel, and it was that tradition which Mark Twain was very much
involved in. His own values managed to project through Jim, but still I
insist that it was not grounded enough in the reality of Negro American
personality. (171)
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Ellison understands Jim’s aesthetical use as moral lesson, but critiques the blackface
representation as indicative that Twain sold out to the masses in order to appeal to them
even as he, himself, plays a social role wearing his own black-faced mask.
Southern carnivalesque is, nonetheless, Twain’s comic mask, as it is an artistic
means that serves the text’s composition with a spectacle of race that is meant to provoke
a people’s ambivalent laughter as a way to manipulate readers into laughing at their own
cultural practices. Minstrel shows are spectacles that distorted the horridness of slavery,
as the shows’ comic acts transformed the tragic into amusement. However, southern
carnivalesque capitalizes on the minstrel spectacle as a way to subvert the original
justification of the laughter – the dominant class feeling superior to that at which they
laugh. Southern carnivalesque operates on the premise that when those who are laughing
at their own fantastical cultural myths are laughing at themselves, as they are caught up in
the recognition of those images for which they have cast roles. Thus, their laughter
becomes something like carnival laughter as “he who is laughing [at the spectacle] also
belongs to it” (12 Bakhtin).
Southern carnivalesque uses laughter of the people to deodorize the dogmatism
within its spectacle. Bakhtin states, “Laughter purifies from dogmatism, from the
intolerant and the petrified; it liberates from fanaticism and pedantry, from fear and
intimidation, from didacticism, naïveté and illusion, from the single meaning, the single
level, from sentimentality” (123). The concept is best illustrated within a lynch scene in
Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
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Racial lynching hit an all-time high in Twain’s lifetime (1835-1910).4 Ida B.
Wells, one of Twain’s contemporaries, was an advocate against lynching, and she made it
known to the nation that rape was just a worn-out, flimsy excuse. Twain did not miss the
bandwagon, as he fully captures the lynching hysteria. His voice emerges distinct from
Huck’s when he delivers his lynching tirade in the mouth of Colonel Sherburn. Sherburn
kills a man named Boggs who is the town drunk and who repeatedly makes idle threats to
Sherburn, the best-dressed man in town. Boggs is obviously the underdog, so the people
turn against Sherburn and form a lynch mob to hang him. Sherburn says:
Your newspapers call you a brave people so much that you think you are
braver than any other people … why don’t your juries hang murderers?
Because they’re afraid the man’s friends will shoot them in the back, in
the dark – and it’s just what they would do. (147)
The scene itself is topsy-turvy in that a southern gentleman is at the wrong end of the
rope. Twain is clearly making fun of the white mob, which only illustrates the earlier
tirade Sherburn delivers:
The pitifulest thing out is a mob; that’s what an army is – a mob; they
don’t fight with courage that’s born in them, but with courage that’s
borrowed from their mass … But a mob without a manta the head of it, is
beneath pitifulness. Now the thing for you to do is drop your tails and go
home and crawl in a hole. If any real lynching’s going to be done, it will
be done in the dark, Southern fashion; and when they come they’ll bring
their mask. (147)
These words chastise southern lynch mobs; they are as didactic as they are bitter.
However, the reversal of roles – the southern gentleman the object of the lynch mob’s
anger – is what makes the scene funny. Nevertheless, it is these kinds of moments as the
lynching scene when the political does not overshadow the burlesque so the reader takes
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notice of Twain’s moral code. These moments cause adult readers to think perhaps this
book is more than just a child’s tale.
Further, Sherburn’s words capture the nation’s chaotic controversy over lynching.
As more and more black men were being lynched, anti-lynching activist wondered why
the judicial system did not properly convict the white men for murder. Activists were
stumped at the audacity of continued glorification of murder. As Sherburn’s words give
the novel a moral voice that condemns lynch mobs, his words are actually illustrated at
the end when a mob of white men with their dogs chase after two boys and a defenseless
run-away slave. Twain illustrates the unbalanced power by making it seem the boys were
outnumbered one to a million. Twain writes how the dogs were “making pow-wow
enough for a million” and “bang, bang, bang the bullets whizzed around us” (248).
Though the scene is suspenseful, it is also ridiculous to see such a mob chase after two
boys and an innocent slave who only wants the freedom to which he is entitled.
Because of laughter’s power to generate recognition of the tragic, many writers
who have recognized the nation’s injustices toward blacks have resorted to humor as a
way to stab a double-edged knife into the American conscience so that the pain of
tragedy is felt in the gut. Conversely, much of that humor is based or signifies on minstrel
tropes. The problem with southern carnivalesque borrowing from the minstrel trope is
that the burlesque treatment of racial matters humiliates the subject within the spectacle,
as it approaches cultural trauma with a distortion of the subject’s humanity. Yet, similar
to African American humor, the laughter provoked is barbed with the trauma of slavery.
Thus, because the laughter is barbed with memories of slavery, southern carnivalesque
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draws from traditions of black minstrelsy as a means to showcase the traumatic events of
slavery in order to direct a laugh at the people who laugh at stereotypical images of
blackness.
When whites first took to blackface, the humor intended to reproduce slave
culture in order to commodify skin color and to obscure America’s relationship to slavery
in “pretending that slavery was amusing, right, and natural” (Lott, introd.).5 Yuval Taylor
and Jake Austen in recognizing minstrelsy’s two-sided coin call the minstrel traditions of
whites “a fundamentally racist undertaking, neutering a race’s identity by limiting it to
demeaning stereotypes” (ch. 1).
Minstrelsy’s cultural reproductions of blackness circulated distorted authentic
black cultural practices, and in so doing, they signified southern plantations as the space
where fantasies about the Old South and interracial contact were sterilized and
performed. White anxiety about coming into contact with freed blacks was transformed
in the minstrel act in order to characterize the black body as a spectacle – both as a comic
site and a sight that gestured toward political insurrection and miscegenation. The comic
neutralized the threat and the abject image then generated sympathy or fantasy. Precisely,
because these images of blackness displayed the “not free, not me” mentality, these
images were shaped into discourses that articulated ideology that reflected the specific
interests of those who conjured the blackface caricature.
Blackness has long held the imagination of white American writers, because, as
Toni Morrison states, “Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possibilities” (38).
Morrison continues, “For in that construction of blackness and enslavement could be
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In Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class, Eric Lott argues the
historical contradictions of minstrel shows in that they embody and intervene in racial politics.
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found not only the not-free but also, with the dramatic polarity created by skin color, the
projection of the not-me” (38). Through writing about the “not-free” and “not-me,” the
African presence becomes a persona where longing, terror, shame and magnanimity can
be posited (Morrison 17). Conjunctions of “not free” and “not me” create an African
body that allows white writers and readers to experience blackness in troubled fantasies
that evoke the panic and terror of slavery while relishing the pleasure of mastership. The
space between “not me” and “not free” provides imaginative constructions of blackness
that transpose identity so that whites vicariously experience their own emotions and fears
even as they imaginatively experience slavery.
Many social critics in addition to Lott argue that minstrel shows have enriched
America’s mainstream culture with aspects of black folklore and musical traditions.
Joseph Boskin points out that much of African American humor “flowed into society in
the performances and writings of whites” (40). However, much of that humor is
distanced from its original environment and distorted into disrupting presences of
blackness. Others, still, say that the minstrel mask is liberty, that “Minstrelsy presents a
carefree life liberated from oppression” (Taylor, ch. 1).6 So while some see minstrelsy as
demeaning and deplorable, others view it as a humorous venue rich with satiric
possibilities. Nonetheless, for good or for evil, minstrelsy has been a popular form in
which America has chosen to encase (or showcase) the complications of slavery and
racism existing within the borders of a free nation.
Ironically, after emancipation, black minstrel performers found liberation within
that site that was both comic and sympathetic. Black performers subverted the minstrel
6
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mask by manipulating the stereotypical characters to conform to the actors’ own
purposes. It is within this tradition of black minstrelsy that socially conscious writers
reproduced the already heavily commodified minstrel form as a means to develop or
pierce a social moral conscience. However, in the attempt to express recognition of the
nation’s wrongdoing through mimicry, white writers have misappropriated African
American humor, which leaves the intentionality of their work ambiguous and
problematic. In other words, writers who distort blackness with the minstrel mask may
not be justifying African American historical experiences as the minstrel shows do, but,
as they are steeped in their popular culture’s forms of entertainment, they may try to
distort the minstrel mask for rhetorical purposes that address the injustices of slavery.
Revisiting Hucklebery Finn illustrates southern carnivalesque playing between
minstrel humor and trickster humor. When readers first meet Jim, he is the object of
Tom’s joke: Tom takes off Jim’s hat while Jim sleeps underneath a tree, and places the
hat on one of the tree’s limbs. Huck tells readers why this is so funny: Jim believes
witches ride him, and he tells tall tales about his adventures with the witches. Twain is
astute enough to see that Jim as a plantation slave has no other option than to “play fool.”
Scott says that often times slaves will “play fool” as a way to “discern, to read, the real
intentions and mood of the potentially threatening power holder” (3). However, playing
the fool can also give the actor a space where he can gain some semblance of power or
reap some gain.
Jim plays the fool to create himself as one who could conjure or cure anything,
which is a form of protection as conjuring surrounds him with the element of fear. Before
Tom plays the trick on Jim, Jim was sitting in the kitchen door. When Huck trips over a
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root in the dark, Jim jumps up and says “Who dah?” and listens. He then says, “Say –
who is you? Whar is you? Dog my cats ef I didn’t hear sumfi’n. Well, I knows what I’s
gwyne to do. I’s gwyne to set down here and listen tell I hears it agin” (35). In less than
ten minutes, Jim is so sound asleep that he is snoring and Tom does not wake Jim when
he lifts Jim’s hat. It is inconceivable that a man intent on identifying potential danger
would go to sleep that quickly and soundly as he listened for what was obviously
someone out there in the dark. He sits between Tom and Huck as he does this. He stirs a
little when Tom approaches, but he seems to remain asleep. The scene reads more like an
adult playing with children than children playing a joke on a sleeping slave. It is more
conceivable that he is “playing possum” as a way to escape confrontation with white
children who are obviously up to no good. Jim’s act, though it provokes laughter at him
and blackness in general, allows him to laugh inwardly, as he uses the incident to
manipulate some supernatural authority in a space that denies him ownership of his own
being. The inward laughter is manifested in the observation that Jim has become “most
ruined for a servant.”
His outward laughter, however, is absent. Without the laughter, Jim seems to be
the fool that falls asleep when faced with potential danger lurking in the dark. However,
playing the fool allows Jim to keep quiet about Tom’s and Huck’s night roaming, as well
as to keep the money that was placed on the table. Furthermore, the tale he concocts
“corks up” other slaves and they have to take a back seat to Jim, giving him the
opportunity to wrest a little power and authority for himself and ruining him as a servant.
However, the minstrel act that aims the laughter at superstitions that are often
associated with blacks and poor whites marginalizes Jim’s power and makes it almost
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invisible. Jim’s encounter with the supernatural coupled with his ability to conjure any
witch and read fortunes in a hairball harness “the power of blackness” that Morrison says
is a power, “already black, upon which the imagination could play; through which
historical, moral, metaphysical, and social fears, problems, and dichotomies could be
articulated” (37). In other words, Jim’s witch scene delineates the history of slavery and
its aftermath. However, Jim’s blackness also affords the opportunity to employ
unchristian principles of sorcery and divination for the purposes of entertaining a white
gaze and inserting laughter at blackness.
Underneath the laughter at Jim remains a layer of resistance that often goes
undetected: vodou in a Christian culture. Jim found a way to wrest some type of power in
a plantation environment that had tried to convince Jim that his body and his moral
agency were owned by someone else. Jim is free enough to establish hoodoo on the very
Christian plantation that would seek to squash any traces of African religion rooted in
vodou. Edgar Branch sees the signifying of vodou in Huckleberry Finn: “Ridden by
witches and ruled by portents, Jim is a confirmed animist. He wards off evil by his
knowledge of taboo and by use of his ‘hairball as big as your first, which had been took
out of the fourth stomach of an ox’” (204). Branch’s point is that superstition is used to
endow Jim with the power to subvert cultural norms such as Christian orthodoxy.7
Daniel Hoffman argues against Branch because none of Jim’s omens are African
in origin, except for the ox hair; therefore, Christianity – not vodou – is the basis for the
European – not African – traditions, folklore, and omens. He claims that Twain assigns
7

Branch argues that Jim’s status as animist allows a supernatural recreation of Huck’s moral
dilemma on a mythical, fatalistic level, which is doubling where the supernatural reflects the physical even
as it keeps “alive a sense of the malevolence at the heart of things” (204). The argument explores how
Huck’s conflict is “anchored in the duality of nature … Nature’s terrors and beauties” that exploit snags
that “thwart a self-determined destiny” (202-203), thus the importance of the supernatural/physical duality.
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“acculturated white beliefs” to blackness such as witches and the handling of snakes.
Hoffman brings up an important point, but he misses the irony: white acculturation in
constructing an African presence. Morrison discusses how a fabricated Africanist
presence becomes a trope that signifies the forbidden in American culture.8 Jim, being
black and symbolic of the forbidden, is an easy character to enhance with the
supernatural so that Twain can use Jim’s divinations as entertainment and provide the
means to “keep alive a sense of the malevolence at the heart of things,” and to serve as
the mechanism that empowers the otherwise disenfranchised Jim. Not being savvy about
African traditions, Twain borrows from the European occult as a means to signify an
African presence (Branch 204).
Conversely, the argument is more complicated than the fundamental reality that
Twain created Jim with white assumptions about blackness: even if Jim were discussing
Vodou in terms of witches and snakes, Hoffman overlooks the fluid and adaptive nature
of Vodou. As slavery encroached upon African culture, the slave holders conspired to
weaken or eradicate African culture. In Haiti and throughout the Caribbean, the only
religion allowed was Catholicism, so the slaves who practiced vodou adopted the saints
and gave them a vodou counterpart so that they could practice vodou undetected. Thus,
vodou is capable of metamorphosis as it finds and exploits similarities between Christian
concepts (or any dominating culture’s ideology) and African concepts.
Vodou was not allowed on plantations because it created a “communal bond that
served the secret foundation” for the slaves’ “various struggles of freedom” (Abrams,

8

Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark examines the African presence in white authored American
Literature and concludes that the African presence is a reflexive persona, an “extraordinary mediation on
the self” and “a powerful exploration of the fears and desires that reside in the writerly conscious” and
becomes a persona that represents “not free” and “not me” that easily fuels the imagination (17).
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33). Twain substituting witchcraft for vodou synthesizes African culture and American
culture: Jim uses white religious terms such as “the devil” and “witches” as the source of
his trance. Trances are common in vodou practices. Hence, there is an encoding that
signals hoodoo when Jim was put in a “trance” and ridden by witches (read vodou lwa
“riding your horse”).9 This experience signals powerful vodou to the other slaves
familiar with the codes and legitimizes Jim’s claims to power as being the local hoodoo
practitioner. His power is confirmed when Jim says “he could cure anybody” and “fetch
witches anytime he wanted to” with the charm “the devil” gave him, meaning that with
his vodou he can call on the spirits or the loas to work charms for good or evil (36). The
vodou connection goes undetected with the Christian vocabulary and gives Jim a
signifying mask or a double voice. Jim’s double voice plays the fool, but it allows him to
be “most ruined for a servant” because he now has power and authority that manifest
through his being “stuck up” (36).
Southern carnivalesque’s use of minstrel aesthetics renders such scenes where Jim
is actively playing the fool underdeveloped. However, a closer look at the details of the
spectacle reveals Jim as Esu. Jim’s passivity diminishes Jim’s play on a chain of
signifiers, as Huck speaks for Jim. However, the trickster voice is heard between the lines
of Huck’s tales. Jim’s story that Huck treats as hilariously ridiculous is not about witches;
it is actually about Jim’s complaint. Under the mask of Christian folklore, Jim voices his
complaint about his treatment as a slave, but Huck and Tom cannot decode Jim’s
complaint. The scene actually presents an historical account about the trek of Jim’s
ancestor: his slave narrative performs the history of slavery backwards from the first time

9

A lwa (spirit) being summoned during a ritual will enter a willing body (a horse) to possess
(ride). See Harry Abrams’ Vodou: Search for the Spirit.

56

he told it. Further, he signals to the state in which he currently lives, the second time he
alludes to New Orleans (a major slave port and a notorious city for slaves) and then
finally he states he was ridden all around the world, which harkens back to the middle
passage experience. Huck repeats Jim’s story:
Jim said the witches bewitched him and put him in a trance, and rode him
all over the State, and then set him under the trees again and hung his hat
on a limb to show who done it. And next time Jim told it he said they rode
him down to New Orleans: and after that, every time he told it he spread it
more and more, till by and by he said they rode him all over the world, and
tired him most to death, and his back was all over saddle-boils. (36)
The key words here: “New Orleans,” “rode all over the world,” “ tired him most to
death,” and “saddle-boils on his back.” These words exemplify Jim’s ability to
imaginatively construct a slave narrative that reverses the order of his origin from the
state where he resides, to going to New Orleans, and finally around the world, perhaps to
Africa, if Huck had been keen enough to give more specifics of Jim’s imaginative
journey. Moreover, the sores on Jim’s back point to a painful reminder of the familiar
image of lacerated backs that have been lashed open with leather whips. Consequently,
the wounds on his body cooperate in comprising a narrative that belies his tall tale that
Huck recounts.
The witch scene that embeds Jim’s trickster abilities limns southern
carnivalesque’s attraction to black minstrelsy. When Jim’s words are interpreted as
encoding his condition as a slave, then the humor highlights his woe, and thus is more
aligned to African American humor’s relationship to black minstrelsy in that the wit is
perceived within the joke. Carnivalesque humor, by nature, turns on a reversal of
authority. The literary history of clownish servants or king’s fools are tropes for inducing
a topsy-turvy world in that they usually speak words of wisdom masked underneath the
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foolish behavior while their masters or kings majestically robed are the ones who are
truly the fools because they cannot see the foolishness of their behavior that will lead to
their demise. The fool’s feigned foolishness contrasting against their wit provokes
laughter when audiences realize it is the master or the king who is really the fool, though
unbeknownst to him. Southern carnivalesque substitutes the slave or the black servant for
the clown or king’s jester for similar outcomes. Underneath the fool, lurks the witty.
Black minstrel performers, such as Bert Williams, also emphasized the wit or the trickery
more than the foolishness of black mentality. Signifying on negative stereotypes in this
way turned those stereotypes on their heads, which diffused the charge of cultural ridicule
of blackness. Thus, southern carnivalesque finds possibilities within the black minstrelsy
as a form to address the injustices of slavery.
However, the distortion of the minstrel form wreaks havoc on the text’s intended
purposes, and the message is lost underneath the racism the novel seems to seek to
confront. Twain’s novel has been the center of controversy because audiences have only
applauded or disdained Jim’s minstrel act without comprehending the fullness of satire
that Twain directs at white American culture, particularly white southern culture. But if
readers miss the satire, they are not to blame because racial stereotypes, racial
assumptions, and racial epithets make the novel a discursive text that competes against
and almost silences its own anti-lynching and anti-slavery lectures.
With Jim being relegated to a passive role of subservient slave that is acted upon,
how can readers recognize that Twain was struggling with a limited aesthetical value
instead of surrendering to the racism of his era? Minstrel shows played on the dynamics
of the roles of race and gender: the white man was master, and the black man was slave
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or servant. Lott states, “Codes of black and white manhood gave the exchange its force”
(Ch. 2). Jim fits the minstrel code for black masculinity, as he is subservient to white
men, and serves as the novel’s main comic attraction. Thus, if Jim is going to serve a
moral purpose that some critics so desperately want him to serve, then the novel’s
challenge lies within Jim’s ability to subvert the masculine code in order to achieve a
rhetorical purpose.
Though Twain borrows from black minstrelsy in that his jokes are aimed at
white ideology and rooted in the tragedy of slavery, Twain’s Jim fails because he is still a
caricature of whiteness performing in blackface. The distinction between black minstrel
traditions and whites in blackface are almost indiscernible, which highlights Twain’s
distortion of the complexities of African American humor. If Jim were fully rooted in the
black tradition of humor, his performance would look something like Mardi Gras’ King
Zulu’s act. The Zulu Krewe adapted the minstrel act as a satirical counter to King Rex.
As early as 1909, New Orlean’s African American community participated in Mardi Gras
by caricaturing Africans as cannibals exactly as Western society has dictated. King
Zulu’s krewe mocked the pompousness of King Rex, even as they ridiculed white
concepts of blackness and savagery. Dressed in stereotypical costumes, King Zulu’s
laughter was threatening when one considered it was accompanied by outrageous conduct
(throwing coconuts into the crowd). Taylor and Austen state, “Not only was blackface
theatrical and over the top, comical and bold, parodic and gleeful, it was threatening –
after all, cannibals killed white people” (ch. 3). However, Jim, a caricature of a black
slave, does not laugh – he is laughed at. Twain does not turn Jim’s stereotypical portrayal
into a threatening presence mocking white ideology. Instead, Twain mocks white
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ideology, as Jim is a non-threatening personality who gains the readers’ sympathy, as
well as Huck’s, even as he plays out white fears and fantasies.
Twain’s choosing the black-faced representation instead of grounding Jim in a
realistic portrayal of the comic seems to illustrate Twain ignoring the tragedy while
capitalizing on the comedy. However, southern carnivalesque by nature inflates the tragic
with humor so to sterilize the pain through the comic. Yet, ironically, the minstrel
aesthetics renders the text a contradictory nightmare precisely because it removes Jim
from the black tradition of humor that uses a comic mask to deceptively call attention to,
and even criticize, social constructs of race and power. Such a choice also depletes the
power from the work to point to the incongruence between America’s ideology and
America’s reality. As Braithwaite states, “The social conscience had as much need for
this comic mask as the Negro” (34). However, Ellison does recognize the moral lesson
that Jim teaches, and this recognition is the sign that Twain did indeed recognize the
tragedy of slavery and sought to call America’s attention to that tragedy through the use
of the comic mask.
The novel’s ambiguity is often mistaken for Twain being indecisive in regards to
racial issues insofar as the novel sets the characters and the reader on a desultory path that
never seems to reach the moral lesson that it seems to desire.10 The assumption or the
intuition that there is a moral to the novel puts many critics to work solving the
conundrum. However, there is an almost insurmountable problem: the ending. Twain is
criticized for losing sight of the morality of finding Jim’s freedom because the slapstick
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Julius Lester in “Morality and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” indicates the novel degrades
African-Americans as well as the world because the art does not follow John Gardner’s requirement of true
art and learns what it should teach (364). Lester recognizes the novel as a failed attempt to explore racial
issues, and states the novel is a “portrait of white male psyche” (370)
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humor of Jim enduring shackles and Tom’s maltreatment when he was already legally
free is a joke that positions laughter as an immoral act. Moreover, Huck goes along with
Tom’s games, showing readers that he has not really experienced a change of character,
which frustrates morally conscious readers and critics.
However, Jim is a complex system of contradictory signs. Jim’s blackface
performance also serves to elicit sympathy for a humble slave trapped inside social
conventions that are morally bankrupt. Yet, there is one lonesome, white-trash, freespirited boy who resolves to go to Hell before he resigns Jim back to slavery. Andrew
Silver points out that the contradiction between Twain’s minstrel comedy and his
sentimental pathos creates a jarring effect (91). Jim, Silver claims, “makes an important
transformation in the history of southern humor” because he blends the allegorical satire
with a comedy that juxtaposes oppositional discourses to “discomfort, entrap, and finally
reform the reader” (91). Jim’s purpose, as a character, wavers between a manifestation of
ideological discomforts and the comic pleasures.
The polarity in racial tones is a common element within southern carnivalesque
texts and it generates problems in how to interpret the text. Because there are limited and
contradictory inferences as to how the novel can be deciphered, the text abandons the
reader to interpret the meaning from the dictates of his or her own conscience. In other
words, Twain’s minstrel show is a device that blends the burlesque with the ironic, but
the burlesque allows readers to see and hear what they want to see and hear. Thus, the
novel’s punch comes from the blending of the burlesque with the ironic so that the novel
entraps the story’s moral lesson within the comic. This blending camouflages the
rhetorical purpose so that, true to African American humor, the joke is reversed. If Jim is
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a white fabrication of blackness, then readers are tricked into laughing at themselves,
ultimately, when they laugh at Jim. Thus, while the comic and burlesque serves to entrap
them in the butt of their own joke, the sentimental pathos seeks to reform them, as it
relies on irony to find a way to jar recognition, to make them feel the weight of a social
conscience pricked with the remorse over complicity with the economics of slavery.
The burlesque complements southern carnivalesque, as burlesque’s irreverence
provokes laughter even as it creates tension between the humorous and society’s need for
regeneration. For example, the scene where Jim and Huck discuss signs of bad luck
states the novel’s main theme: Jim is a free agent because he is a man. However, Twain
delivers the theme as a punch line to a comedy act common in minstrel shows where the
blackfaced actor exposes naïve misunderstandings of white business. Huck asks Jim why
all the signs he knows how to read are related to bad luck. Jim responds that no one wants
to repel good luck, which sets up the minstrelesque banter. Huck asks Jim if he knows
any signs that mean good luck is coming. Jim says a man with hairy arms and breast will
be rich. Huck, noting that Jim has hairy arms and breasts, asks Jim if he is rich. Jim
responds “No, but I ben rich wunst, and gwyne to be rich again. Wunst I had foteen
dollars, but I tuck to specalat’n’, en got busted out.” The minstrel scene goes as follows:
“What did you speculate in, Jim?”
“Well, fust I tackled stock.”
“What kind of stock?”
“Why, livestock. Cattle, you know. I put ten dollars in a cow. But I ain’ gwyne to
resk no mo’money in stock. De cow up ‘n’ died on my han’s.” (68)
The minstrel humor highlights a slave’s mimicking white business jargon, which
surprises audiences because a slave would not have the means to buy stock, unless he was
swindled. But Jim shows that he only knows one kind of stock when he says
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incredulously, “why, livestock.” But Jim, having heard his master, knows not to invest all
of his money in stock, so he does not spend his entire fourteen dollars. The humor rests
with Jim’s misunderstanding that to speculate would be to purchase a large number of
cattle in the anticipation of prices increasing due to the demand. Also, the humor lies in
the knowledge that the slave, who somehow was able to secure money, was swindled out
of that money as he bought a sick cow. The audience would have taken this as a sign of
Jim’s gullibility and naiveté. The minstrel scene continues as Jim gives an account of
how he lost his money, right down to the last dime. Huck says, “Well, it’s all right,
anyway, Jim, long as you’re going to be rich again sometime or other.” And here is the
punch line, the wit and the wisdom of what it means to be free: Jim says “Yes – en I’s
rich now, come to look at it. I owns mysef, en I’s wuth eight hund’d dollars. I wisht I had
de money, I wouldn’ want no mo’” (69). On the surface, it seems that Jim’s limited
understanding of liquidation of property interferes with how his being worth eight
hundred dollars to his master somehow makes him rich, because he has run away. Even if
he turned himself in and sold himself back into slavery, he would not receive that money
he was worth. Yet, it is a stab at the social conscience when readers realize that Jim
counts himself rich because he is free and he wants for nothing more. Here, Jim reverses
his status as the object of purchase, believing he has the right to gain from the economic
value of his body. Jim’s reversing his status from object to owner highlights the
dehumanization of slavery and mocks the incongruence between American practices and
American ideas of freedom.
Paradoxically, the satiric discourse of the minstrel “implicates the politics of
comic blackness” even as it takes pleasure in it (Silver 91). Jim makes the readers laugh,
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and in so doing, he upholds the fool’s or trickster’s position for the purpose of surviving.
Jim as fool allows Twain to lace his burlesque treatment of Jim with irony, as he imitates
the minstrel show with a derisive mocking, an exaggerated joke or ridicule that
eventually comes to criticize society and point to a truth. Twain’s use of irony should
cue readers to some incongruous treatment toward something sacred or dignified, such as
Twain’s treatment of Jim’s humanity.
Twain uses the burlesque to undertake the moral correctness of an issue, but he
combines it with ironic undertones in order to create a friction between the conscience
and cultural ideology. The play that lies within the tension creates grotesque humor,
sinking the serious, moral lesson into the background and foregrounding the ridiculous,
which is how southern carnivalesque operates. The burlesque overshadows the
seriousness with irony subtle enough that the didactic does not interrupt the
entertainment. Twain has constructed a complex ambiguity between the burlesque and
the ironic as a means to perform southern society as a minstrel show that mimics the
white American South, which ultimately positions the white race as the posterior end of
the joke – true to the nature of southern carnivalesque.
The minstrel aesthetic is exactly why laughter is directed at Jim instead of coming
from him; however, the burlesque irony makes the audience laugh at a tragedy they
should not be laughing at, a tragedy that incriminates white culture. Sacvan Bercovitch
understands Twain’s use of the minstrel as a way to make fun of white society. He points
to Twain wearing the comic mask himself to hide the gravity of Jim’s experience. Thus,
the story is about the incongruence in the American experience where the juxtaposition of
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egalitarian principles with racist attitudes forms a satiric humor “that plays upon social
norms,” according to Bercovitch (334). Bercovitch continues:
Imagine a deadpan minstrel act that goes something like this: the audience
hears a funny story about a stereotype “darkie” and they smile and laugh
along. The nub of course is that they are being laughed at: they’ve been
taken in and made the butt of a joke. Once they see that, if they do, they
understand what’s truly funny about the story, and they’re free to laugh at
themselves for having laughed in the first place. (336)
Bercovitch calls attention to how Twain’s use of minstrel forms flips the joke away from
Jim and yokes the reader with it. He states that Twain makes those who laugh realize that
the reality of American egalitarianism “is a joke” and “you’re a sucker for having
believed in it” (336). The old familiar image of the minstrel plantation buffoon gives
nineteenth-century America the image created for stage comedy, but it uses that image to
signify racial wrong-headedness. So, when readers laugh at Jim, “the darkie,” and his
tragic condition, what they are laughing at is the recognition of his humiliation as well as
theirs for entangling themselves in the web of their own cultural complicity within a
system of racial ideology.
Eric Sundquist notes that legal chaos surrounding issues of the civil rights of
blacks, and argues that chaos makes it seem that Twain’s “bitter, failed fiction verging on
allegory but trapped in unfinished burlesque” only plays a part in participating in “the
black nadir without artistically transcending it or, conversely, without reaching its
broader historical implication” (225).11 Sundquist points to public turmoil as the
determining factor in Twain’s novel that allows Jim to be interpreted as a visible and
viable representation of de facto slavery and the pseudoscientific theories that supported
and justified segregation laws and lynch mob mentality. Thus, critics easily recognize
11

The legal chaos surrounding race was the controversy regarding the citizen status of blacks. Jim
Crow laws and the Plessy vs. Ferguson case legalized racism.
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that Jim is a cultural reflection of white America’s expression of power, while more
sensitive readers see Twain struggling with how to construct a character within that place
of subordination that the culture demanded. Andrew Silver points out that “The
consistent placement of empathetic sentiment following upon the heels of minstrelsy and
vice-versa betrays Twain’s conscious discomfort with the ideological tendencies of both
forms of discourse” (93). Tempering the minstrel performance of blackness with the
sympathy that Twain immediately demands through a sentimental voice, just as Silver
claims, creates an awkward tension between racial ideology and civil morality. However,
Twain’s Jim fails to demonstrate a writer expressing conscious discomfort because Jim
plays a passive part that never seems serious in voicing criticism against the American
system that enslaves him.
Twain’s moral ambiguity is not so much formed from the interplay between
minstrelsy and the sentimental, but flows from the rift between the novel’s rhetorical
devices critical of the culture and the sound of misplaced laughter. The absence of Jim’s
laughter buries the novel’s potential as a barbed telling of an American tragedy. African
American humor in its original form as opposed to its black-faced reconstruction would
play on the novel’s tension between racial ideology and civil morality with a greater force
than the minstrel performance tempered with the sentimental voice. Braithwaite makes
the point that if American writers could join the “tragedy of the Negro” with the cultural
humor that has been misappropriated in the minstrel mask, then these writers “would
have penetrated this deceptive exterior of the Negro life, sounded the depths of tragedy in
it, and produced a masterpiece” (34). In other words, that great American novel that
many claim is The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn would truly be a masterpiece if only
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Jim himself were filled with laughter that brought recognition to the tragic and of the
American incongruence of slavery existing within a nation that calls itself the Land of the
Free.
Because African American humor was kept largely out of view of whites during
the time Twain wrote Huckleberry Finn, African American laughter was a mystery or a
dilemma. Watkins points to early American literature that captures blacks laughing,
which makes the writers marvel at sounds they have never heard. Since the days of
slavery, the laughter has long been heard and capitalized through the minstrel, but what
was being laughed at remains a conundrum. Therefore, Twain is left to construct Jim
based on stereotypes and from limited observation, but he redirects laughter that should
come from Jim and aims it at his predicaments, while Jim endures the ridiculous
maltreatments of others. Therefore, Jim is constructed just as Morrison says: he models
subservient traits, as Jim is delineated as “unassertive, loving, irrational, passionate,
dependent, inarticulate” (57).
Twain’s own comic mask is borrowed from black minstrelsy in that the comic
points to white ideology regarding blackness; however, Twain’s comedy centers around
the black body until the end when that body serves the moral purpose in making the point
that Jim was already freed even as he suffered captivity under Tom’s misguided pranks
and games. The fact he was free even as he was in captivity symbolizes that he should
have never been enslaved. Tom pulls Jim into his game for sport and entertainment. Tom
wants Jim to wrestle with spiders, rattlesnakes, and rats before he will set him free. He
also wants him to play out certain rituals that expose cultural differences between
European and African cultures, such as drawing a coat of arms that Huck says Jim
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obviously does not have. The game highlights the master/slave and free/bound
dichotomies, as Jim is at the mercy of boys who torment a body that has no other real
choice than to endure if he is to win his freedom. Being at the mercy of these boys’
willingness to set him free, Jim has to endure the ridiculous requests as well as suffer the
mental torment of having to tame rattlesnakes and rats. Tom’s fun at Jim’s expense
places Jim in frightening conditions that torment him even as they promise him his
freedom. Further, when readers discover that Jim was free all the while and Tom knew it,
Jim’s suffering is clearly suffering for suffering’s sake, which is not funny. Jim’s
enduring suffering while he was already free symbolizes that black bodies have always
had the right to freedom, but they have been subjected needlessly to chains and torture.
Nevertheless, Jim’s presence is a disturbing one, and his moral purpose needs
rescuing from the burlesque treatment of his body. Morrison says critics should not be
afraid to confront disrupting darkness, but should direct the gaze so that both the
imaginers and the imagined are observed, which is what Ralph Ellison does when he
revises Jim’s character as his Invisible Man. Ellison recognizes Twain’s influence in his
writing. Hence, in searching for Huckleberry Finn’s rhetorical purpose, the critical object
then becomes understanding the significance of the comic scenes in relation to power:
these scenes subtly point to Jim’s comic mask without trumping power with the sound of
his laughter. After such scenes are properly identified, an analysis of the laughter’s
absence and where it is misplaced helps balance those artistic failings against the novel’s
intentions. Thus, an intertextual study between Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and Ellison’s
Invisible Man will underscore the dynamics within the triangular relationship between
white audiences, laughter, and black characters, as Ellison uses his novel to revise
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Twain’s as a means to replace black laughter within its proper social and cultural context.
Ellison replicates Twain’s use of the burlesque that forces recognition in Invisible Man as
a way to signify a deceptive exterior that resounds from the depth of the tragedy in
American slavery. Whereas Twain ends the novel with a burlesque scene that ultimately
leads to the discovery that Jim was already free, which elevates the prisoner’s escape to
an adventure while highlighting black slaves’ predicament, Ellison starts his novel with a
burlesque scene that emphasizes the social condition of emancipated black bodies living
under the conditions of de facto slavery.
Gates describes Ellison as the “Great Signifier” who names “things by indirection
and troping throughout his works” (Rivkin 993 ). Ellison signifies on others’ texts
through employing similar tropes in order to redefine the black experience. Further,
Ellison criticizes Twain’s Jim as not being grounded enough in the black personality, and
because Jim is lacking, he is just the type of American iconic figure that needs revising.
Thus, Ellison, the Great Signifier, would be motivated to Signify upon Twain’s text.
“Motivated Signifyin(g),” Gates states, “functions to redress an imbalance of power to
clear a space rhetorically” (124).
Hence, the Invisible Man faces a similar kind of torment as Jim, which if he
endures promises a big personal pay-off for him. The town’s influential men invite the
Invisible Man to read his graduation speech to them. He believes this will put him on the
path of being the next Booker T. Washington. Yet when he arrives at the place where he
is to give a speech, they inform him that he must fight his classmates first. The Invisible
Man feels humiliated when he realizes he is part of a burlesque scene with a naked
woman with hair “yellow like that of a circus kewpie doll” and a face “heavily powdered
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and rouged to form an abstract mask” (19). The woman makes the black fighters feel the
weight of their blackness as this woman represents something they could not have. With
the American flag tattooed upon her belly where her thighs “formed a capital V,” she
symbolizes both the American dream they are denied as well as the reality of freedom.
The American flag tattooed on her body makes her a lady liberty symbol. However, the
black men present in this scene are denied the American promise of equality, which
denial is further manifested by the fact that miscegenation was viewed as a lynch-worthy
act. In fact, some of the black men are afraid to gaze upon her in fear that violence will
ensue. Yet the Invisible Man endures this scene along with the boxing match because he
so badly wants to give his speech so that he can be engaged in racial uplift. When he
realizes he is in a room metaphorically filled with “poisonous cottonmouths” he feels a
“sudden fit of blind terror” as the room is filled with a deriding laughter that forces him
to return “embarrassedly,” as a means to cover his fear and embarrassment (23, 27). The
Invisible Man in a room full of “snakes” echoes Jim in a shed full of snakes, as Tom
insists that Jim collect a shed full of snakes before he is set free. Both Jim and the
Invisible Man have to undergo physical and psychological torture in order gain freedom.
Moreover, it seems where Jim’s story ends, with snakes overrunning the premises, the
Invisible Man’s story begins in a room full of snakes, as if the quest for freedom
continues beyond emancipation.
Furthermore, both Jim and the Invisible Man are paid for being good sports. Tom
gives Jim forty dollars, which seems to appease him, as he accepts it with satisfaction that
he is rich again. Likewise, in Invisible Man, the white men in the room throw change out
on an electrified carpet for the black fighters to pick up, forcing them to laugh as a way to
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ignore the shock. The money thrown at the tortured participants of their Battle Royale is
supposed to compensate for their pain, their endurance. When they feel the shock, they
are forced to laugh to mask their humiliation and resentment, as well as to absorb the
electric shock (27). The laughter from the Invisible Man emphasizes the imbalance of
power as the sound of laughter creates a shock in the readers due to the horrific and
terrifying environment in which it resounds. In other words, when the Invisible Man
laughs, he makes it clear that it is an embarrassed laugh to answer the men’s ridicule;
thus, to laugh at him would be participating in the men’s cruel ridicule. Because readers
realize the Invisible Man’s experience as terrifyingly violent, the Invisible Man’s laughter
is a violent sound expressing pain, not joy or excitement of having won some money.
Though the Invisible Man is a free man, legally, and Jim is a slave, the similarity between
the two men lies in the fact that they have been subjected to tortuous conditions for white
entertainment, and then minimally paid for it. Thus, the Invisible Man’s laughter does
more to induce a social awareness of racial injustice than Jim’s being “pleased most to
death” (262).
Ellison’s revision of Jim emphasizes Twain’s comic failures due to the
defamiliarizing effects of southern carnivalesque. Like Twain’s Jim, Ellison’s Invisible
Man endures being the object of a joke while maintaining meekness and humility in the
presence of whites. They both struggle underneath oppression that taunts them. However,
unlike Twain letting the readers laugh at blackness, Ellison makes audible the laughter
coming from cruel whites within the novel. Ellison’s use of laughter is so malicious that
it provokes awareness of cruelty and injustice instead of granting the audience permission
to laugh at a blackface minstrel production. Ellison’s signifying on the same imagery
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used in Jim’s emancipation scene seems to be a rhetorical gesture that signifies “black
difference” as a means to encode the past into the present to show a common suffering
between emancipated black bodies and ones still in chains (Gates 124).
Like Jim, the Invisible Man seeks to leave the South to experience freedom in
the North. However, what he finds is his continual confinement to a social place
designated for blacks – a place that has always rendered him invisible. The invisibility of
Jim’s “negro personality” parallels Ellison’s Invisible Man’s invisibility, as both use that
invisibility that seeks to negate them as a means to renegotiate power (Ellison). However,
with that invisibility, they play up white-scripted blackness. Ironically enough, foggy
scenes magnify the use of white-scripted blackness.
When Jim is interpreting the “dream” or paralleling the events of what happened
to what is yet to happen, Jim states “if we minded our own business and didn’t talk back
and aggravate them, we would pull through and get out of the fog and into the big clear
river, which was the free States, and wouldn’t have no more trouble” (99). Jim recognizes
that symbolically he can come out of the fog if he plays the game right: mind his own
business, do not talk back, or aggravate any white man with whom they may come into
contact. The “dream” interpretation actually instructs Huck on how to play the game so
that they can make it to the free States, out of the fog that represents the trouble or the
obstacles they will encounter before they reach their destination.
Likewise, Ellison’s allusion to being lost in the fog is literally experienced, which
signifies on the scene where fog envelops Huck and Jim so that they miss their
opportunity for freedom. The story begins with the Invisible Man hearing laughter in a
room “foggy with cigarette smoke.” The laughter is deriding and mocking as the white
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men flaunt symbols of freedom (white woman with the American flag tattooed on her
belly). The laughter comes from the white characters as the reader reads with horror the
humiliating torture of being forced into the presence of a naked white woman as both the
black males and the white woman become the subject of the white male gaze. The foggy
room speaks to other instances in the novel when fog obscures freedom from the Invisible
Man; thus, Ellison takes Twain’s important fog scene and infuses a similar symbolic
meaning that explores the relationship between black bodies and American freedom,
which accentuates what is underdeveloped in Twain’s fog scene.
Ellison first introduces fog as a metaphor for naïveté in hoping for the American
Dream. In discussing the Invisible Man’s pending trip North, the Vet and Mr. Crenshaw
tell the Invisible Man about the kind of freedom he will experience in the North. They
bring up dancing with white women, eating in big restaurants, and seeing shows. The
Invisible Man can only think of his being sent up North to earn next year’s tuition as
punishment for showing Mr. Norton the black quarters, so he does not respond with
enthusiasm; in fact, he changes the subject. The Vet’s response to him signifies the
Invisible Man being lost in fog similar to that which prevents Jim from finding freedom:
But for God’s sake, learn to look beneath the surface, he said. Come out of
the fog, young man. And remember you don’t have to be a complete fool
in order to succeed. Play the game, but don’t believe in it – that much you
owe yourself. Even if it lands you in a strait jacket or a padded cell. Play
the game, but play it your own way – part of the time at least. Play the
game, but raise the ante, my boy. Learn how it operates, learn how you
operate – I wish I had time to tell you only a fragment. We’re a assbackward people, though. You might even beat the game. It’s a crude
affair. (154)
The Invisible Man’s mental fog causes him to misunderstand his purpose in driving a
white trustee around town. Instead of controlling what the white trustee was exposed to
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within the black community, the Invisible Man obeys his request to take him to “the
Quarters” and then stop at a juke joint – precisely a place he was not welcome to see
because it hurt the illusion of uplift. The Invisible Man said the white man ordered him to
stop at the juke joint in the black “quarters.” Mr. Bledsoe says, “’Ordered you? He
ordered you. Dammit, white folk are always giving orders, it’s a habit with them. Why
didn’t you make an excuse? […] You’re black and living in the South – did you forget
how to lie?’” (139). The Invisible Man is appalled at the suggestion of lying. He does not
recognize how to subvert the dominating social relationship so he can gain and protect a
personal freedom outside of white control. Mr. Bledsoe previously told him he “had to
act the nigger” to be able to be at the controls of the “power-set up” (142, 143).
Therefore, he needs to be told to learn how to play the game if he wants to do anything
with the freedom he will have when he goes North.
Ellison then directly connects the fog to liberty when the fog surrounding the river
is so dense that the Invisible Man could barely make out the Statue of Liberty, “her torch
almost lost in the fog” (165). Here, the fog recollects the fog that prevented him from
seeing how to wrest some freedom and control away from the white trustee. The symbol
is layered: because the symbol of liberty is obscured, it symbolizes an ideology that
keeps one from recognizing the injustices of racial discrimination, the incongruence
between American values of freedom and equality and American practices of Jim Crow
and racism. The Invisible Man has not completely come out of the fog at this point, but
he is making his way through it, as he recognizes how to play the game: drop names and
lie to get a job. So he crosses “a bridge in the fog to get there” where he will experience
his epiphany of how to play the game and become invisible. The Invisible Man is on his
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way to Liberty Paints where he will learn how black paint is absorbed into the white to
make it appear pure and gleaming and how the government uses this paint to whitewash
all of its national monuments. He learns how blackness becomes imperceptible, which
can give him freedom to exist outside the veneer of the racial hierarchy, if he stays
invisible – living rent-free and without a utility bill.
Additionally, the Invisible Man’s being instructed on how to come out of the fog
complements the scene where Jim “plays the game,” not being a “complete fool” in
actually believing the game but playing along enough to beat the game. The Invisible
Man’s grandfather’s dying words take on a haunting laughter as the Invisible Man comes
to learn what the grandfather meant by “’I want you to overcome ‘em with yeses,
undermine ‘em with grins, agree ‘em to death and destruction, let ‘em swoller you till
they vomit or bust wide open’” (16). How to use blackness as a means to “Live with your
head in the lion’s mouth,” gives some insight to Jim’s deference as well as his
instructions to Huck.
Through understanding the rules of the game, as outlined in Invisible Man, Jim’s
dream scene is revised: in those five minutes of silence where Jim studies the situation in
his mind, Jim is really going along with the game until he can beat it. However, because
Huck is unable to read the codes of Jim’s game, Jim is reduced to a minstrel act of
blackness. After a torrent sweeps Huck away from Jim, Huck finally makes it back to the
raft to find Jim asleep. He thinks he will slip up on the raft and pretend he has been there
the whole time. He tells Jim they must have fallen asleep. Jim and Huck argue about the
reality of what just happened until Jim realizes that the only way to win the argument is
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to accuse a white boy of lying so he falls silent. Huck thinks Jim is studying over the
“dream.”
Actually, Jim uses the dream interpretation as a way to instruct Huck how to play
the game for freedom, because now that he thinks they are getting closer to the free
States, he realizes there could be problems due to people’s vigilance regarding runaway
slaves. But when Huck points out the wet leaves and trash on the raft that proves the
reality of the episode they survived, Jim uses the game to teach Huck about friendship,
fussing about lying and fooling a friend, telling him that “trash” like that has no place
between friends. He states, “’Dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what people is dat puts
dirt on the head er day frens’ and makes ‘em ashamed’” (99). Jim played Huck’s game,
and he beat it in two ways: he instructed Huck how to get through troubled times ahead,
and made Huck “feel so mean” that he could almost kiss Jim’s foot to get him to recant
his harsh words against Huck’s inability to be a friend. Huck repented of his tricks and
decided to never play them again (until Tom Sawyer makes him retract that decision).
Jim’s game even makes Huck apologize, “humble [himself] to a nigger,” which shows
Jim’s wrestling Huck’s conscience away from society’s rules of right and wrong – a
victory that Jim will enjoy again when Huck decides he would rather go to Hell than
betray Jim’s location. The scene illustrates the southern carnivalesque element creating a
topsy-turvy effect, as Huck’s joke on Jim is flipped back on him making him the one who
is made to feel foolish for being so mean.
Like the Invisible Man, Jim is inside an oppressive culture, a fog from which he
must escape. Further, the fog represents the evasive nature of freedom for Jim because he
could never be truly free in a nation that endorsed race-based slavery. Just as Ellison
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signifies the incongruence between American values and American practices through the
fog obscuring the Statue of Liberty, Twain uses Huck being lost in the fog, lying to Jim
to trick him, and recognizing Jim’s humanity to symbolize a capricious freedom with a
troubled past.
Both Twain and Ellison use the burlesque to emphasis a body in crisis due to
racism. However, that strained laughter that is so cruelly aimed at the conditions black
bodies face highlights the injustice in Twain’s novel because the laughter is coming from
the readers instead of the characters. The minstrel show distracts from the horror, and the
absence of Jim’s laugh gives Jim an invisibility in that, as Ellison states, he lacks a
“negro personality.” But unlike Twain, Ellison uses the laughter that comes from cruel
whites and shrewd blacks within the novel – it is a laughter so cruel that it triggers an
awareness of socially sanctioned cruelty and injustice instead of granting the audience
permission to laugh at a black-face minstrel production. Ellison’s novel is filled with the
sounds of laughter both from white characters and black characters. Thus, Ellison uses
laughter to both demarcate and transgress racial boundaries, as the white characters use
laughter to oppress and black characters use laughter to confront that oppression.
As Ellison signifies and revises Twain’s Jim, he demonstrates how shifting the
dynamics of laughter changes the relationship between white audiences, black characters,
and thematic intentions. Just as the grandfather’s laugh haunted the Invisible Man until he
came to understand that laugh as signifying living “with your head in the lion’s mouth,”
the presence of Jim’s laugh would also signify how he overcomes the system with
“yeses” and “undermines ‘em with grins, agree ‘em to death and destruction” (16
Ellison). Instead, the reader only sees Jim agreeing and grinning and deferring with only
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a hint at him only playing the game instead of believing it. Jim’s laughter would have
redeemed Jim’s passiveness with a subtle aggression.
Weighing Twain’s intentions against the failings found within the aesthetical uses
of minstrel humor, an analysis of Jim’s development and lacking and a comparison with
Ellison’s Invisible Man prove Twain struggling with his own artistic limitations that
minstrel humor imposes, as minstrel humor lacks the acerbic tension of African
American humor. The humor masked in minstrel aesthetics is Twain’s attempt to make a
profound point against slavery and racism, but black laughter that highlights the tragedy
of slavery is missing, making Jim’s character a minstrel caricature of blackness and
slavery. Therefore, the absence of this laugh becomes a noticeable silence that creates
the moral ambiguity within the novel. Thus, minstrel aesthetics, for white authors, do not
function properly as subverting signifiers due to popular culture’s relationship with
blackness and minstrelsy.
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Chapter 3: The Unadmitting: the Re-masking of “Dark Laughter”
“They heard the laugh and wondered; / Uncomfortable; / Unadmitting a deeper
terror” – Sterling Brown
Shortly after the publication of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the
minstrel’s popularity waned (Watkins 102). But, as Watkins states, “the stage black
remained indelibly etched in the American mind until well into the twentieth century”
(102). The minstrel diminished the acridness of the mysterious black laughter whites
uncomfortably heard, as the stage snatched from African American culture that black
laughter that mystified whites and redirected that laughter back at blackness. Thus, the
laughter of blacks that resounded in public spaces often translated to the “easy laugh” of
blacks or the minstrel laugh in literature. The tradition of laughing at blackness and
detaching the object of black humor continued, especially as cultural indices shifted with
increasingly liberal politics that threatened white superiority.
The literary uses of blackface laughter amplify the racial discord oozing from the
national scars of post-slavery America. Roslyn Siegel points to the ridiculous and
sometimes meant-to- be humorous grotesque depictions of black males functioning as
some crude joke that casts blacks as either the villain or fatal victim of the literary work.
She states, “even the authors who portray the Black in a sympathetic role thrust upon him
the same physical handicaps and unjust punishments that we find in the most
unsympathetic portrayals” (133). She points to several descriptions of various black
characters such as Twain’s Jim that indulge the white characters’ “most capricious
humor” (133). She also comments upon the humiliation the black characters must suffer
ranging from being rendered a monster due to physical deformities to rape to public
beatings or lynching. The humor within these depictions often sanctions the readers’
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laughter at blackness while the laughter from the characters within the work remains
subtle or silent, as with Twain’s Jim.
However, as emancipated blacks became more mobile and their collective humor
and “easy laughter” became more within the scope of white observation, laughter from
black characters did not remain silent.1 With the New Negro Movement, the Harlem
Renaissance, and blacks migrating to the North, blacks were coming together and
pushing for full access to the American Dream and full inclusion of freedom. The
immigration of blacks from rural lands to urban environments placed whites and blacks
in closer proximities to one another, allowing for black laughter to be heard on the city
block instead of on the plantation. The shift in urban demographics reshaped perceptions
and sensations as whites heard black laughter at a time when the political assertion of
blacks made many whites in power nervous.
This chapter compares the use of laughter in black authored novels to those of
white authored novels written in the Jazz Age, and then it traces southern carnivalesque’s
shift from its use of minstrel laughter to its use of dark laughter. Just as minstrel
aesthetics distorted the acridness of black laughter to ease racial anxiety for whites and
allowed whites to regain domination, American high modernism that excluded black
participation responded to the sound of black laughter by allowing the sound to be part of
the urban landscape. Yet, white writers removed the laughter’s purpose, which rendered
the sound benign.

1

Mel Watkins discusses how early colonial whites were astonished to hear the “cackling laughter”
of blacks and the broad-mouthed laughter that was easy because one of the “race’s prominent foibles” (17).
During the early 1920s, African-American laughter caused confusion and bafflement, and in the 1940s
massive studies were devoted to the African American laughter, dismissing it as a white man’s amusement
and an “indication of blacks’ ignorance” (Watkins 17).
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Thus, texts adhering to Modernism’s themes and aesthetics used detached
laughter drifting through urban settings in ways that reveal an anxiety of black presence
integrating into the modernizing world, revealing the nation’s exposure to and
preoccupation with the laughter of blacks.2 For example, in his novel The 42nd Parallel,
John Dos Passos includes images of blackness as part of the urban experience. A young
Janey has to be told when she is playing with Pearl, a black girl who lived nearby, that
she “must never associate with colored people on an equal basis” because as she lived in
an integrated neighborhood “it’s all the more important to be careful about those things”
(107). In the same section, Janey recalls going to get ice cream on summer nights:
a rankness and a smell of cheap perfume from the colored families
crowded on their doorsteps, laughing, talking softly with an occasional
flash of teeth, rolling of white eyeballs. The dense sweaty night was scary,
hummed, rumbled with distant thunder, with junebugs, with the clatter of
traffic from M Street […] but when she was with Alec and Joe she wasn’t
scared, not even of drunks or big shamblefooted colored-men. (108)
The laughter here attaches to stereotypical images that were often visualized in magazine
ads and cartoons: the flash of teeth and rolling of white eyeballs. The laughter associated
with the rolling eyeballs casts blackness in a minstrel mask.3 However, linking it with a
flash of teeth and Janey’s association of blackness with fear gives the laughter a covert
sinister feel – almost resounding with the kind of fear that is associated with the thunder
that threatens a storm (as indicated by Janey’s association of black laughter, thunder, and
fear of big shamblefooted black men).
2

Modernism, in this context, is used in the broadest sense to describe the movement in cultural
attitudes and aesthetical themes that arose from the development of modernizing, post-war industrial
societies struggling with a self-consciousness of changing identities emerging and shaking free from
historical traditions and concepts.
3

Minstrel shows purposefully played up the stereotypical image of blacks with huge, rolling eyes
and gaping mouths. Textual descriptions of blacks with rolling eyes play into the minstrel mask
performance of blackness that also characterized media images of blackness.
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However, the laughter lacks a purpose or a defined subject. Dos Passos and other
writers who include the sound of black laughter often do not give the laughter an
acknowledged purpose. The joke remains unknown; the image of blackness remains
within the realm of the minstrel act. The fiction writers who included laughing blacks
within their novels without cueing the readers or the other characters in on the joke
reflect the era’s curiosity about “Negro laughter.” The lack of acknowledgment of what is
being laughed at in these modernist works of fiction can be compared to the sociologists
of the era who wrote about white disdain of the “Negro laughter.” Watkins states:
these writers and most other white observers conspicuously neglected
defining or commenting on exactly what blacks found so humorous or why
they were laughing. African-American laughter undoubtedly still causes
confusion, consternation, and bafflement among whites. (17)
These writers acknowledge the laugh, but they neglect to give it purpose. Further, studies
about the “Negro’s cackling laugh” never revealed its purpose because to give it purpose
would mean having to acknowledge the oppressive system that the laugh counters and
thus acknowledge the social victimization that is taking place with the denial of Civil
Rights. Watkins goes on to state, “In fact, many whites readily admit that they have
experienced some anxiety when confronting a group of blacks laughing uninhibitedly,
and many more admit to some curiosity over the timbre and intensity of that revelry”
(17). Thus, just hearing black laughter causes what Brown refers to as the “unadmitting
of a deeper terror.”
Brundage makes a similar argument when he comments that communities, as a
whole, would allow black parades and celebrations (sometimes isolated to the black
neighborhoods). He states, “Whites could not acknowledge acts of dissent without at the
same time admitting the depth of black opposition to their power” (10). Brundage makes
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the point that whites in power did this because they “urgently wanted to keep the social
fact of black resistance out of public sight” (10-11). Likewise, with modern writers
writing national narratives, white writers kept the joke a secret so to snub black laughter
in order to dismiss the sound as insignificant.
However, just as blacks vied for public places to perform their narratives, black
writers also seized the opportunity to make American Literature resound with laughter.
Thus, American Literature in the 1920s became a contested form for an exchange of
insults that embedded laughter that voiced racial resentments and cut into the anxieties
surrounding imagined racial differences. Houston Baker, Jr. discusses the tension
between the Harlem Renaissance and the Modernist movement in Modernism and the
Harlem Renaissance. He believes Modernism is a representation of some threat in the
new world. He says, “What really seems under threat are not towers of civilization but
rather an assumed supremacy of boorishly racist, indisputably sexist, and unbelievable
wealthy Anglo-Saxon males” (4). For example, in Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby,
Nick laughs when he feels white superiority is challenged. As he is riding in the car with
Gatsby, he observes, “As we crossed Blackwell’s Island a limousine passed us, driven by
a white chauffeur, in which sat three modish negroes, two bucks and a girl. I laughed
aloud as the yolks of their eyeballs rolled toward us in haughty rivalry” (69). Nick’s
laughter stems from the show of haughtiness and rivalry from socially and politically
disenfranchised peoples. Both Fitzgerald and Dos Possos speak of eye rolling as a way to
present the minstrel mask of blackness. Furthermore, Nick observes the “white
chauffeur” in the servitude of “modish negroes” whose humanity he feels compelled to
negate with the description of “two bucks.” Nick’s feeling of superiority to what he sees
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as a spectacle causes him to laugh at the class mobility of blacks that was taking place
during the Harlem Renaissance when Fitzgerald wrote the book. The laughter is show of
superiority, an act of oppression.
However, black authors, as Baker notes, use literary form much like black actors
used the minstrel mask to create a space where racial anxieties are performed. These
minstrel performances where black subjectivity uses laughter as a mechanism to triumph
over the domination compress popular culture’s overt racism into a performance that
ridicules dominating ideology. Baker claims that any “Afro-American who desired to be
articulate – to speak at all – had to master” the form of the minstrel mask as a way to
transform the “mask and its sounds into negotiable discursive currency” (22, 24). Thus,
all one has to do to understand the joke is truly hear the sound emanating from behind the
mask, because, as Baker suggests, such is “the sound of the Negro” that reverberates
through the white American discursive universe” (22). This confining sound of the
minstrel mask undergoes a transformation from a sound of buffoonery to a sound that pits
liberty against oppression.
Mike Chaser makes a similar argument. He points out that laughter as a sound of
black culture is a political noise, the acoustics of power that challenges white power. He
states:
the noise of a combative rather than humorous, comedic, or funny black
laugh could go where the physical black body in many cases could not and
thus could uniquely challenge white control of public space while also
mapping or territorializing that space as a field for further political action.
(58)
He asserts the laughter emerged on the day of the emancipation, and in the Harlem
Renaissance with Claude McKay’s poetry, it shifts from a sound of nostalgia to a sound
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of revolt. However, I am more inclined toward Watkins’ argument in that the laughter as
resistance has always been inside African American culture, but only found its public
release through masked instances or collectively as a public performance. McKay’s shift
from nostalgia to resistance may be because during the Harlem Renaissance, African
American writers took control of the sound of laughter that was exchanged between the
Harlem Renaissance writers and their white contemporaries.
The Harlem Renaissance responded to the long history of racial oppression in
such a way as to redefine the image of blackness. Alain Locke’s “The New Negro” calls
attention to the desired metamorphosis of the image when he says “the Old Negro had
long become more of a myth than a man” (21). He continues his point stating that the
“Old Negro” was a “moral debate” and a stock figure of historical fiction (21). He argues
that this myth limns blacks in patronizing terms. He says the Old Negro was a “social
bogey” or a “social burden” (21). He calls for the New Negro to emerge from the shadow
of the myth and experience a spiritual emancipation. He wants renewed self-respect and
independence as people come to realize the “great discrepancies between the American
social creed and the American social practice” so that they may claim the moral
advantage that belongs to them. Locke points to the social gain black talented writers will
be able to achieve through revaluating “the Negro” (31). For many Harlem Renaissance
writers like George Schuyler, laughter plays a big role in critiquing America’s great
discrepancies, as sarcasm resounds with declarations against social injustices. Ron
Jenkins discusses the relationship between African American sarcastic humor and social
injustices when he observes African Americans “turned to humor as both a weapon and a
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shield against the tyranny of racism:” “No other genre of American popular comedy is as
directly linked to freedom and the struggle to survive” (180).
Schuyler’s 1931 novel Black No More is a good example of how the acoustics of
black laughter confront oppressive racial ideologies. After most of the blacks in the
nation visit Dr. Crookman to have their black skin transformed into white skin, fear
spreads throughout the white nation because “Negro” blood was no longer ascertainable
by skin color so “every stranger was viewed with suspicion” (95). The scene hits upon
racial anxieties regarding miscegenation, the disappearance of visual difference, and the
inevitable social equality that is dawning beyond the political horizon. Thus, as Andrew
B. Leiter states, “Schuyler reveals America’s resistance to blackness is comical and
pointless because the nation is already a mulatto nation” (91).
Thus, Schuyler exacerbates white fear with the sound of a chuckle that arises from
a black man when he states Max “ain’t losin’ no time, Doc. When that niggah gist white
Ah bet he’ll make up fo’ lost’ time with these ofay girls” (17). The words show that black
men, given the opportunity, will sleep with white women, as “ofay” is slang for white
girls. In other words, Max, once he is white, will set out directly to find a white girl to
seduce, hence the chuckle. The laughter pokes at white male anxiety about black
masculinity and white femininity, and throughout the novel this laughter encircles the
realm of black male sexuality and white femininity even as it becomes wrapped in
national politics.
From such a political platform, Schuyler uses the nonsensical humor associated
with the minstrel mask to put black bodies where they could never go and insert criticism
that would not have been allowed otherwise. The novel follows Disher into white society

86

as he changes his skin color to white and renames himself Matthew Fisher. Fisher’s
“inside” position allows him the advantage of seeing America as a black man allowed
behind the white veil. After the change, the narrator states about Fisher: “What a treat it
would be to mingle with white people in places where as a youth he had never dared to
enter” (34). Fisher, taking a name that has connotation of the Disciples of Christ, as the
disciples are called “fisher of men” is in a position to preach a much different gospel than
the last sermon in the novel delivered by a fraudulent southern preacher bent on lynching
“Negroes” as a “sign” that he was God’s true mouthpiece.4 Through Fisher, American
readers will receive a gospel truth critical of American social practices.
Further, through the scientific discovery that changes black skin into white skin
and that triggers whites’ fear of this miracle, Schuyler illustrates America’s obsession
with skin color as a commodity that can be exchanged for other commodities in order to
gain social status. Matthew laughs to himself when as a white man he gains white
approval and recognition. And now that the problem of blackness in a white society has
been resolved for him, the narrator points to white greed: “There was nothing left for
him except the hard, materialistic, grasping inbred society of the whites” (47). Fisher’s
act of fading into a white man is a metaphor for the assimilation of blacks into white
America, an assimilation that will lead to callous materialism.
However, the criticism against blacks wanting to assimilate is not as scathing as
the humor or the laughter aimed at whites. After Disher’s change, the narrator states, “He
was free! The world was his oyster and he had the open-sesame of a pork-colored skin”
(34). Here, Schuyler basically calls whites “pigs” by referencing the white skin color that
4

Christian doctrine teaches that Jesus Christ made his disciples “fishermen of men,” indicating
that they had the authority to preach in the name of Christ and to gather men unto Him. See the four
gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in the Holy Bible.
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is the social ticket to wealth and opportunities as “pork-colored.” Such a trope highlights
whites using racial ideologies and oppression to horde the distribution of power. Yet it
also highlights the damaging effects of a system that values white skin over black skin, as
Disher desires to become one of these pigs that horde the distribution of power.
Matthew does find power when he infiltrates the Ku Klux Klan using race
rhetoric. However, even as he speaks, Matthew “chuckles softly to himself” as he incites
fear that white women will marry “Negroes” if “Black No More, Incorporated was
permitted to continue its dangerous activities” (60). He is saying exactly what whites
want to hear; he is echoing their fear. To make it funnier, all the while, his eye “wandered
over the females in the audience, noting the comeliest ones” (60). As Fisher takes note of
the most beautiful white women in the room, the threat of miscegenation becomes a
reality because now Fisher has his pick of the female audience, including the Grand
Wizard’s daughter, Helen. On the surface, it looks as if he has betrayed his roots and
assimilated into the Klan. However, much like Mardi Gras’ King Zulu enacting white
concepts of blackness, Fisher uses racial ideology to create chaos.
Fisher, behind enemy territory, is now in a position to bring down his enemies
even as he gains access to their money and power. Fisher uses racial rhetoric and Black
No More Incorporated to make white politicians suspicious of each other’s ancestral
background. Genealogy research is conducted on political leaders and candidates in order
to flush out possible “Black No More” patients. However, the background research
reveals that most of the men, including the Grand Wizard, have black ancestry, making
them black according to the one drop rule. The discovery has white men running for their
lives, and two are lynched. The lynching of whites turns white politics against them.
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As we saw in chapters one and two, Schuyler’s humor functions much like that of
King Zulu’s in that Fisher is in whiteface like King Zulu, highlighting white fears of
blackness through his speeches. King Zulu imitates white pomposity: Fisher imitates
white politics. Max becomes the ultimate trickster figure when he penetrates Klan society
and gains access to the “royal” white daughter, which subverts racial constructions and
infiltrates the sacred ground of white femininity. Further, much like King Zulu enacting
white concepts of blackness, Fisher is using racial ideology to incite panic, which he uses
to create chaos in the political arena. However, the real “joke” centers around Fisher’s
relationship with Helen, the Grand Wizard’s daughter, as he, the black man, has
impregnated Helen causing her to have a black baby. However, the black baby does not
implicate Max, but exposes the secret the grand wizard kept: his heritage of black blood.
In doing so, Schuyler shows that the American race by nature is already mulatto.
Furthermore, laughter continually resounds from Matthew as the white world
opens up to him. He finds humor in and profits from their fear of blackness and mixing
their blood with blackness. The scientific miracle that has erased blackness has actually
allowed black babies to be born to wealthy white girls all over the nation making
“chastity a virtue” and matrimony “at last” “approached with caution” (95). As the entire
nation becomes alarmed that white women are marrying black men, Matthew can be
heard “chuckling” or “chortling” to himself softly because no one knows that he who
preaches against Black No More is exactly what his audience fears, as Matthew is really
black. Schuyler’s humor increases in bitter sarcasm and Matthew grins and laughs at the
entire spectacle the scientific miracle creates as it disrupts racial hierarchies.
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Schuyler’s laughter aimed at whites seems to answer the minstrel laughter that
whites have aimed at blacks. As Matt participates in white political activities, he notes
that whites protesting Crookman’s project “Black No More” look like “inebriated black
faced comedian[s]”, as whites panicked to come up with a method to distinguish real
whites from Crookman’s whites. Like Twain’s use of laughter, the laughter comes from
the readers reacting to the humorous scenes and descriptions of white men in black face
comedy. However, the irony allows black readers to laugh at whiteness when
genealogical examinations reveal that most Americans have black ancestry and that
whites really fear a loss of power white skin affords them. The irony also exposes that
racial constructions are imaginary. Further, the joke is flipped when at the end of the
novel, it is revealed that Crookman’s whites are lighter skinned than the other whites. The
revelation caused discrimination between the paler whites and the darker whites, making
the darker skin more appealing as it became the sign of social power.
If modern white-authored texts use black laughter without assigning a target to its
aim, then the Harlem Renaissance writers attach black laughter to criticism of whiteness
and a disavowal of white constructed identities of blackness. If America’s defining
problem of the twentieth century was the problem of the color-line, it was because
national belonging was a public declaration manifesting a nervous tension discerning
white power from black disenfranchisement. The problem was that America pushed into
modernity with the burden of shouldering the conditions of the past and brought with it
the emotional attachments to white ontology and the double consciousness of blacks. As
identity crystallizes the relationship between race and nationality for the modern
individual, American culture sought to mold itself in images of whiteness, forging white
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identity synonymous with American ingenuity and pioneering – and blacks pushed back
with robust laughter and hearty resistance.
It was this type of resistant laughter that Sherwood Anderson heard on a riverboat
excursion that made him conscious of the potential effect a “dark, earthy” sound has on
whites. “Anderson talking about the ‘dark, earthy laughter’ he associated with blacks was
drawing on an image of black life emanating out of Harlem, not Dixie. Used by black as
well as white writers in the 1920s, this image was in most ways as stereotyped as those it
displaced” (W. Taylor 22). As a result from the cultural assumptions about race,
Anderson hears the “dark, earthy” sound as an authentic expression of one who has close
proximity to nature. Thus, to include the sound in his work, Dark Laughter, he believed
he was doing something similar to Jean Toomer in exploring modernism’s themes in
relationship to the black body (Brown).5
Toomer’s Cane presented the black body able to regenerate a withering
connection to the land as well as to ancestors. For example, his poem “Song of the Son”
is about a young black man who has returned to the south just in time to see a shift in
culture and landscape, as the south’s agricultural economy was in crisis and blacks began
to emigrate North in search of jobs. Toomer wrote the poem when he went south, to
Sparta, GA, in 1921 to work as a substitute principal. He discovered Georgia in an
economic crunch, as a cotton crisis had swept over the state devastating plantations (and
sharecroppers). The Boll Weevil had destroyed the cotton and landowners were selling
their Georgia Pines and anything else on the land that may be of value. Once the land was

5

Judith Brown’s “A Certain Laughter: Sherwood Anderson’s Experiment in Form” argues the
“growing cultural concern” of race and the “modern capacity to laugh” and “to represent laughter.” She
argues that Anderson’s Dark Laughter positions black bodies in a “primitive past” that “holds some
promise for a future.” She argues that laughter is an aesthetic of formal violence.
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stripped of valuable resources, the owners were abandoning the land. This led to a
massive change in landscape as well as expedited the black migration North, as displaced
cotton workers needed work. Toomer said that when he was there witnessing this change,
he heard folk songs that caused the deeper part of himself that he had repressed spring to
life. It was a regenerating experience for him, as he was able to reconnect to his ancestral
land and culture. The poem’s theme of a fading culture and the need for artists to
preserve it is developed through the use of sight, sound, and smell. The narrator uses
signals of distress “Pour O Pour” to make the lamenting audible; the slaves are bursting
with song (which sound is imitated through Toomer’s repetition of lines and meter). The
slaves are described in images such as “dark purple plums,” and the narrator paints the
image of the blacks leaving in groves as the land is stripped bare, the pine trees burning
and filling the air with smoke. The tone marks a nostalgic longing for traditions to remain
rooted within a culture.
However, unlike Toomer, Anderson’s black characters are marginalized in their
oppressive environment, and their laughter only serves as background noise that makes
Bruce Dudley feel his own inability to organically connect and laugh in a modernizing
world that changes the American adventure from the Western Frontier to the Western
Corporations. Bruce laments the shift when he longs for the days of Mark Twain where
such humor and adventure found in Huckleberry Finn were possible.
Dark Laughter (1925) was Anderson’s best-selling novel, which is not surprising
given the fact that Anderson pandered to white culture’s exoticizing and eroticizing the
black body as a way for him to explore the organic relationship to the body as a counter
to industrial capitalism’s mechanization of the body. With the onset of modernity, it was
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believed that the cosmopolitan lifestyle was depleting men of their virility and making
them hyper-civilized and effeminate. This effeminacy led to their psychological
impotency in that they were cut off from their innate primitive natures. According to
Gail Bederman’s Manliness and Civilization, a hierarchical ideology of civilization
taught that blacks were not as advanced in development, and therefore connected more to
the primitive organic self (and, according to Judith Brown, could laugh unfettered by the
pressures of modernity and its complex conventions). Using the assumptions grounded
in this racial ideology, blackness was an easy trope for whites to use in order to explore
the organic self in relationship to a mechanizing culture.
Using blackness as a trope for freedom from modern anxieties, the laughter that
escapes from black characters carries discursive possibilities for Anderson. Anderson
positions the modern white body squarely within white anxieties associated with
modernism and an increasingly mechanizing culture. The novel illustrates the ideologies
that define the relationship between the physical body and the mechanizing culture.
Bruce left his life as John Stockett; he abandoned his wife in search of high adventure
worthy of Twain’s pen. Bruce finds himself back in his childhood hometown as Bruce
Dudley. Going back to his childhood town symbolizes Bruce’s escape from an effeminate
lifestyle in order for him to return to the primitive. Despite his escape, Bruce finds
himself working in a factory. Bruce hears the alternating sounds of laughter and machine
civilization. The novel’s tension derives from the organic sound of laughter conflicting
with the mechanization of human labor. At the factory, Bruce encounters Sponge, who is
of the underclass, happily married, content with life, and full of easy laughter. Sponge
serves as Fred Grey’s (the boss) foil. Fred, the factory owner, is surrounded by laughter,
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dark laughter, yet he cannot laugh because he is no longer organic. When Fred discovers
his wife’s child is not his own and that she has run away with the gardener, Fred hears the
sound of dark laughter, which ridicules the absence of his virility:
Why couldn’t Fred laugh? He kept trying but failed. In the road before the
house one of the negro women now laughed. There was a shuffling sound.
The older negro woman tried to quiet the younger, blacker woman, but she
kept laughing the high shrill laughter of the negress. “I knowed it, I
knowed it, all the time I knowed it,” she cried, and the high shrill laughter
ran through the garden and into the room where Fred sat up right and rigid
in bed. (319)
The black laughter that has been kept as background noise comes to a fullness,
resounding with the sound that Fred cannot make, thus ridiculing him and his loss of his
wife, which insinuates his inability to maintain a fulfilling, organic relationship. Upon
hearing the shrill sound, he becomes rigid. The sound comes forth out of the organic,
represented by the garden, and it hits a body that has failed in human relationship because
of the pursuit of industry; the sound haunts him with his failure.
Perhaps Anderson is the first author to target black laughter at white impotency.
In many modernist texts, the laughter that comes from the mouths of black characters is
detached from a subject. The joke is not revealed to the reader. The laughter drifts
through the text without aim or purpose, perpetuating the laughing Sambo image of
blackness that the minstrel and vaudeville shows authorized and validated. Anderson,
looking to create a work of art that can compete with Toomer, uses black laughter as a
way to dichotomize and poeticize the organic (through the black body) against the
modern mechanic. As a result, the dark laughter attacks the modernizing capitalist culture
that is cutting off and suffocating the organic.
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However, in reality Dark Laughter seems to echo a racialized laugh that points to
the failures and impotency of modernized whites. The book is out of print now because
contemporary critics are sensitive to how the novel combines modern anxieties of living
in a mechanical, industrial culture with the anxieties associated with race and laughter.
Such combination eroticizes the black body, while urging a return to the organic.
Writers such as Erskine Caldwell also use elements of dark laughter for the
purpose of poking fun at whites, but the laughter only serves as a mechanism for bawdy
humor that laughs at racial fears. For example, in Tobacco Road, Caldwell gives readers
a poor, white family whose poverty and desperation is deeper than most of the black
sharecroppers in the area. Pearl, the daughter of this family, was given away to an older
man as a child bride so that the family did not have to feed her and so that she may be
better kept. However, she refuses to let her husband touch her. Luv goes to Pearl’s father
to see if the father can talk some sense into Pearl. It becomes known then that when Pearl
will not sleep with her husband Luv, he feels “All the niggers make fun” of him
(Caldwell 8). Caldwell is pointing to white male fear of black male sexuality and the fear
of stereotypical black sexual superiority and easiness. Nonetheless, when the elements of
dark laughter are compared from one writer to the next, it becomes clear that writers are
drawing from cultural indices that allow white writers to identify a dark laughter aimed at
white impotency.
When Faulkner first met Anderson, Dark Laughter was Anderson’s current
writing project. Faulkner was working on Soldier’s Pay and sought advice from
Anderson. Faulkner borrows from Anderson and uses dark laughter in much the same
way. Anderson’s novel seems to define dark laughter as the laughter of blacks that upon

95

hearing whites feel the weight of their own failures, their inhibitions, and the
inaccessibility of a spiritual and sexual connection to the organic self. In Soilder’s Pay,
Faulkner mimics Anderson’s dark laughter. The morally corrupt character, Jones, hears
dark laughter at the height of the display of his impotence: he botches every attempt to
seduce a woman. In an act of desperation to overtake the woman, he peeps in her
window, which lands him in a fight with Gilligan, but he has to run away due to the fact
that he cannot win because he “fights like a girl. He hears the laughter drift from a
church:
From shadowed porches beyond oaks and maples, elms and magnolias,
from beyond the screening vines starred with motionless pallid blossoms
came snatches of hushed talk and sweet broken laughter … male and
female created He them, young. (310)
Similar to Anderson’s laughter that emerges from a garden, Faulkner’s laughter drifts
through the natural setting of vines and blossoms. However, the “screening vines” imply
Faulkner’s familiarity with the cultural fact that laughter from blacks had to be kept out
of the hearing range and view of whites. Also, the “pallid blossoms” give the impression
that the bloom is blossoming under conditions that keep it from the potential of its
beauty. With such an image, it seems the organic laughter is breaking through its screens
and cultural strangulations in order for Gilligan to hear it and feel the void in his body
and soul, both sexual and spiritual as represented with the “male and female created He
them” and Jones wishing he had a girl
With Anderson and Faulkner, dark laughter emerges during a time when African
and African American aesthetics were globally recognized and reproduced due to cultural
obsessions with all things African -- a cultural obsession that the Harlem Renaissance and
the Negritude movements served. Cultural attitudes toward industrialization made some
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white men aware of their hyper-civilization, and they desired a regression to their
"primitive nature" to escape the feeling of effeminacy. They felt that Africa and all things
African held the key to reclaiming manhood (Bederman). The dark laughter that emerges
from modern literature points to this fear of effeminacy and sterilization. The laughter is
a cultural code that confirms a negative identity of industrialization that is associated with
Modernism.
The dark laughter of the literary Modernist tradition is a hybrid modern aesthetic
joining African abstractions with Western Realism: dark laughter is as abstract as the
avant-garde visual arts, yet it carries with it with the organic mimesis of realism. In other
words, the geometric styles that typify African arts expressed, according to Worringer, an
"anxious relationship" with the world. Likewise, dark laughter reveals an anxiety of
whites living inside a hyper-industrialized culture. Thus, the abstract nature of the
disembodied, detached laughter signifies the same anxious relationship with the world
that the white produced African Art (like Picasso's masks) signifies. Yet, the emotion that
undergirds the laughter, the recognition of white anxiety yoked to racial oppression,
induces a vague empathy common to Realism. The laughter provokes a cognitive
awareness of the incongruence between America's ideology of freedom and equality and
America's racial reality while it pulls taut the tension between the organic body and
modern mechanization.
However, Faulkner understands something that Anderson and other modernist
writers do not: black laughter is tinted with pain. Gilligan, who tried to save a war veteran
and lost his girl, hears the “soft meaningless laughter” of blacks drifting from the Negro
cabins. He understands that this laughter “somehow filled with all the old despairs of
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time and breath” (308). This understanding will foster Faulkner’s use of dark laughter
until it rings with resiliency and triumph. Hence, contrasting with Anderson’s dark
laughter, Faulkner’s dark laughter does not translate into criticism about industry and
mechanization; instead, it draws attention to “old despairs” in a way that is haunting – so
haunting that it is recast as a “soft meaningless laughter.” Unlike Anderson’s dark
laughter, Faulkner’s use of dark laughter is layered with racial disquiet that unfolds a
discourse of cultural power associated with slavery and its aftermath, much like black
laughter. The density of black laughter fills the space between black and white in such a
way that swells the space with violent memories of a traumatic history.
The laughter – ringing with “old despairs – highlights Gilligan’s isolation as well
as translates black southern experience into symbolic meaning. Thadious Davis argues
that Faulkner’s use of blacks “explores the relationship between form and the southern
experience” (15). The black laughter filled with old despairs points to an awareness of
slavery and its aftermath. The laughter, itself, a sound that collectively joins the black
community, strikes a dejected and rejected Gilligan, who is walking alone in the
darkness. The laughter evokes a distant association with the black community, as the
sound physically encircles Gilligan when Gilligan has failed to keep the girl he loved and
save the war veteran from a despairing death. The sociological implication indicates a
strong community spirit residing among the socially outcast while white men are left
alone and isolated in their own personal defeats. Such implication serves Faulkner’s
South in that he often illustrates white culture dying in its own defeat while southern
black culture regenerates the South with social change.
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However, the use of Faulkner’s dark laughter does not have its full impact in
Soldier’s Pay, as it is not quite yet black laughter even though it is a little more developed
than Anderson’s dark laughter. Faulkner’s debut novel distills the potency of black
laughter with the descriptive words “soft” and “meaningless,” so Gilligan does not fully
come to understand his own condition the way some of Faulkner’s later characters will
when they hear black laughter and react to the sound with violence.
Soldier’s Pay may have much of the aesthetical elements that Faulkner will later
refine, as critics suggest, but it palls when compared to his later novels because his later
development of black laughter is the element responsible for magnifying the theme’s
intensity. Irving Howe asks, “What happened to Faulkner […] what element of personal
or literary experience can account for such a leap?” Martin Kreiswirth sites Faulkner’s
return to his past as the experience that accounts for Faulkner’s aesthetical leap. I agree
with Kreiswirth only in so much that return to the past is based in a desire to capture a
performance that seeks to remember cultural traditions and resistance to that tradition. In
other words, what happened to Faulkner that accounts for such a leap lies within his stint
in New Orleans, as stated in the introduction. Faulkner lived in New Orleans for nearly
two years between the publication of his first novel and The Sound and the Fury where
dark laughter functions on a higher level than it does within his first novel. During his
time in New Orleans, he soaked in the cultural lifestyle of the French Quarter where his
home was located. He lived in the same apartment building as many other artists,
including Mardi Gras’ costume designer, Louis Andrew Fisher, who enjoyed dressing up
her male friends in Mardi Gras drag (Reed). Faulkner’s fond recollections of New
Orleans coupled with an obvious heightened awareness of the signification of dark
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laughter provide him an aesthetical resource for his imagination. Many critics
overlooked New Orleans’s influence on Faulkner, as they are quick to pigeonhole him
inside the Mississippi traditions.
Because Faulkner loved the culture of New Orleans, it is a reasonable assumption
to believe that the city’s cultural flair would manifest works other than New Orleans
Sketches, Mosquitoes, and Pylon. The influence of Mardi Gras on Faulkner’s aesthetics
cannot be ignored; the carnival tradition shaped Faulkner’s perspective on his region in
ways that only the Europeans (originators of Carnival) have been able to recognize and
appreciate. Since Mikhail Bakhtin, European culture has viewed carnival as a “mode of
understanding” that connects the artistic to the academic, and such connection is perhaps
the reason why Europeans and Latin America appreciated Faulkner before Americans did
since American culture as a whole is more familiar with freak shows and minstrel shows
than carnival (Stallybrass and White 6).
Thus, comparing Mardi Gras’s spirit and laughter with Faulkner’s textual
representation of culture, one sees Faulkner dressing up his characters, both white and
black, as participants in a masquerade, which changes the reader’s experience with
Absalom! Absalom!. The masks, or the descriptions, are understood to be extended
metaphors that parallel the South’s condition; therefore, it can be read as not only
symptomatic of Southern culture, but as a critique so that readers can come to recognize
how members of class, race, and gender have been socially conditioned, and, in turn, they
understand the traumatizing past.
In order for Southern studies to have a fullness of understanding, it is necessary
that black humor, as performed in Mardi Gras, is identified as influencing Faulkner, and
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by extension, white authors who construct black identities that are embellished with
laughter. Hence, dark laughter and black laughter do not merely serve as a backdrop for
much of Faulkner’s works, and by extension southern fiction, but the laughter amplifies
within the textual environment. Faulkner’s use of laughter becomes its own sound of
anxiety. The sound polarizes the resiliency of African culture and the psychological
trauma that stems from the awareness of living in a competitive society – a society that
uses extreme violence to maintain control of its contested ideologies of white male power
and subordination to that power. Laughter erupting from blacks that is aimed at whites is
a raw laughter that exerts a ridiculing force against the hegemonic structures of power
that seek to truncate black progress.
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Chapter Four: The Failed Recognition as a Disavowal of the Heart’s Conviction
“That the laughter of others at what we do or say seriously offends us so keenly depends
on the fact that it asserts that there is a great incongruity between our conceptions and
the objective realities.” – Arthur Schopenhær
If Faulkner has appropriated a form of black humor into his art, then AfricanAmerican culture influenced white Southern literature more than critics have formally
recognized. However, there is a thin line between Faulkner appropriating black humor
and accommodating black face minstrelsy into his work, as Faulkner is a white author
depicting black characters. The underlying difference can be found in the fact that the
undertone of this laughter is subtly aimed at the racial ideology of whites and not at
blackness itself. Nor is it a white man acting out suppressed desires under the guise of
blackness. Faulkner reflects the ridiculousness of cultural attitudes through spectacles
because he believes that in order to reach the southern masses, art should be a spectacle.
Therefore, he creates a spectacle out of cultural attitudes for the purpose of laughing at
them, which is the pattern of black humor we saw in Schuyler’s novel. What Faulkner is
trying to culturally reflect and confront comes more into focus when this laughter is
properly examined and compared to traditions within black humor.
This chapter relies on film theory as a means to understand the way Faulkner
constructed the southern carnivalesque spectacle within The Sound and the Fury. The
application of film theory reveals a love affair between Caddy and T.P. emerging from
the narrative gaps when the sound of T.P.’s laughter bonds to the images of
miscegenation.
Laughter encodes sexual meaning in William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury
on Caddy’s wedding night when T.P. rises against Quentin’s violence with laughter.
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Quentin’s reaction to T.P.’s laughter shows that that he perceives white masculinity
superior to that of black, and he perceives miscegenation endangers that superiority.
When Quentin hears black laughter, he fails to recognize the injustice of the South’s
hegemonic caste system, but he does recognize the sound as an assertion of fury that
escapes censorship. Further, because T.P.’s laughter forms a relationship with white
feminine sexuality, it is a sound that Quentin will insert into his narrative in Absalom,
Absalom! as a means to comprehend the fullness of the laughter’s meaning. Hence,
Quentin actually narrates a love story between T.P. and Caddy, even as he constructs one
between Charles Bon and Judith.
Sex secrets between Caddy and T.P. surface when The Sound and the Fury and
Absalom, Absalom! are read intertextually. Many critics have noted the imagery that
points to Caddy Compson’s miscegenation, and some identify Dalton Ames as the
“brown-faced” lover. Though the ambiguous signs of blackness regarding Aimes indicate
what cannot be spoken aloud in 1928, they only serve to pique curiosity even as they
divert attention away from the threatening reality that Quentin wishes to negate with tales
of incest. Quentin’s resorting to tales of incest as a means to cover for Caddy haunts him,
which haunting becomes entangled in a thinly disguised gothic tale of a plantation and
doomed lovers. Quentin and the rest of the Compsons know Caddy’s romance with T.P.
must remain unperceived or they risk the community violently turning against them.
The love affair between Caddy and T.P. discharges an erotic tension between
black masculinity and white femininity; however, white males dominating the novel’s
narratives attempt to conceal Caddy’s indiscretion in order to prevent dishonor to the
family’s name. With all the fury of an angry wind, the Compsons have rushed upon the
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secret and enveloped Caddy in the foliage of their family tree, nevertheless, the racial
friction between erotica and fear is so apparent in both novels that much discussion about
race and sexuality has long been noted in Faulkner’s works.
Faulkner builds his southern carnivalesque spectacle around a funeral and a
wedding, and in doing so, he spotlights racial discomfort and sexual discomfort
intersecting inside social taboos. The intersection of taboos becomes a powerful charge
that fuels fantasy and desire even as it creates anxiety regarding racial identities within a
hierarchical society. Kristin Fujie discusses Faulkner’s career as an “extended negotiation
of the conflicting urges to confront and to repress” the uneasiness associated with the
sexuality of otherness (115-116). She discusses the erotic surrounding the images of
black and white contact in association with Caddy. She points to Caddy’s soiled
underpants, dark mud on Caddy’s white skin, and her command to Versh to unbutton her
dress as symptoms of fear of miscegenation, as the color images in association with being
soiled point to black on white contact. However, Fujie’s discussion overlooks the
spectacle of miscegenation that the narratives seek to conceal within the narrative gaps
where images of the other’s sexuality are embedded with white male anxiety. The
spectacle of sexuality intertwines with a spectacle of race. Quentin presents a spectacle
where he confronts and represses anxieties of race and sexuality in both Absalom,
Absalom! and The Sound and the Fury. In other words, T.P.’s laughter that asserts
miscegenation drifts into Absalom, Absalom! via Quentin Compson’s obsession with
miscegenation. As Quentin carefully selects cultural memories for the performances
within his constructed narratives in both The Sound and the Fury and Absalom,
Absalom!, black laughter resounds through
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Quentin’s narrative in the form of the laughter from other black characters, and it will
adhere to Bond’s howl that also signifies racial bodies asserting their discontent to a
white audience.
Olga Scherer discusses the intertextuality of the two novels. She points to The
Sound and the Fury’s Quentin’s obsession with incest and the Absalom, Absalom’s
Quentin’s obsession with the incestuous relationship between Charles Bon and Judith. In
her intertexual discussion, not only does she interpret the repetition of characters in
Absalom,Absalom! and how and what they signify about The Sound and the Fury in
regards to desire and incest, but she also links the door Caddy stands in to the door
Quentin could not pass through in Absalom, Absalom!. Scherer argues that the two doors
create an intertextual autocommunication in that a second message is produced within a
contextual shift. She states that Quentin’s knowledge of the door Caddy stood in and the
knowledge of the door he could not pass through produces a “symbolic meaning of a very
complex, doubly overlapping, erotic situation” (311). The door that Quentin could not
pass through was the door of the room that held Charles Bon’s corpse. For Scherer, the
door is the entry to death.
On the other hand, it is important to connect Quentin’s paralysis at the door to
Quentin’s initial response to hearing Rosa’s story: he stopped listening to Rosa’s tale
because he could not permit himself to visualize going through the door with Rosa where
Charles Bon’s body was. He stopped. His thoughts looped in repetition regarding
possible reasons why Judith could not marry Charles. Rosa’s story, at this point, becomes
a conversation that echoes too closely his own conversation with Caddy when she
married. Rosa relates Henry’s statement to Judith: “Now you can’t marry him … Because
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he’s dead” (139). The statement seems to resolve Quentin’s problem with his own sister
marrying when she responds to Quentin “I’ve got to marry somebody”(73). This is the
moment Quentin stops listening. It is this moment that he begins to construct a narrative
around and about incest and miscegenation, and it play out his own fears and desires
regarding his own sister.
Thus, while Scherer asserts that the door is an entry to death and suicide, I argue
that the door represents an entry to miscegenation. The meaning becomes clear with
Quentin’s image association. Quentin remembers an image of Caddy standing in a
doorway, and he immediately associates that moment in time with the question to his
friend, “Do you have a sister?” The answer is all sisters are “bitches.” (58). Therefore, it
is not the threshold of death that Caddy stands in, but the threshold of sexuality, as
“bitches” implies aggressive sexuality (58). Quentin asks the question “do you have a
sister?” after lamenting Caddy’s nonvirginal condition in comparison to his virginal
condition; his question is inserted in discussion about chasing “after the little dirty sluts”
(50). Thus, the door is associated with his being haunted by Caddy’s sexuality, not a
shadowy death. Hence, the door that Quentin fears to enter is the door that leads to the
truth about Caddy’s social transgression of committing miscegenation, which fear forms
the basis of his narrative in Absalom, Absalom!.
Furthermore, upon entering through the door of the Sutpen plantation home,
Charles Bon feels “the other” entering. He is conscious of transgressing and trespassing,
as “the other” is denied entrance through the visible door meant for rich whites. Charles
entering into Sutpen’s home undetected as black echoes Sutpen being denied entrance
through the “white door” of his boss’s plantation home, which act forces him into the
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world of “the other” where he marries a non-white and produces Charles with her.
Multiple times, the door links to instances of sexuality and othering, so “the doubly erotic
situation” signified with both texts is the layering of incest and miscegenation.
If the door represents the fear of miscegenation, then artistically speaking, it
makes sense of the fact that a biracial body lies beyond the threshold of the door that
Quentin cannot pass. Such a fear marks his obsession with cultural taboos in association
with the body and the racial identity of a body. Charles Bon, a biracial figure, marrying a
white woman, is a spectacle that Quentin needs to create in order to play out the violent
fantasy of protecting the white female body (and white lineage) from becoming soiled
with contact with a darker body, of which Caddy’s muddy white underpants becomes the
sign and symbol. Quentin cannot face the reality of a biracial body bent on reproducing
with a white body. It is the door, metaphorically speaking, that Shreve helps Quentin pass
through as they construct a narrative that forgets nothing. In other words, what lies on the
other side of the door that Quentin could not pass through with Rosa is the performance
of plantation culture that plays out what has haunted Quentin since The Sound and the
Fury: black bodies emancipated and coming forth into a modernizing world resounding
with the noise of discontentment.
T.P. and Caddy’s love story ends with Miss Quentin, Caddy’s illegitimate
daughter, whose racial ambiguity signifies Caddy’s sexual relations with a black man.
Caddy is two months pregnant when she marries Herbert, a northern banker. The reader
cannot be sure if Herbert knows Caddy is pregnant or if that relationship has even been
consummated before marriage. However, the reader does get the sense that the only
Compson concerned about her pretense of a white wedding is Quentin. Even the father
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does not care that Caddy is not a virgin. Caddy believes she can pass off the baby’s
paternity as Herbert’s. However, after the baby is born, Caddy’s husband and the
Compson family disown her. The fact that Caddy’s husband does not disown Caddy until
after the baby is born indicates that the baby is a tell-tale sign of Caddy’s indiscretion
with a black man. Mrs. Compson is the one who indicates the baby is the one to blame
for the marital separation. She states, “To have my own daughter cast off by her husband.
Poor little innocent baby, she says looking at Quentin. You will never know the suffering
you’ve caused” (125). The baby is the reason for the couple’s split, as Herbert perceives
characteristics that cause him to discern the baby is not his. The signifiers could be as
subtle as a slightly darker skin tone or deep brown eyes born into a family of blue-eyed
progenitors. However, in a society that adheres to the one-drop rule, it only takes a
suspicion of black blood to classify a person as fully black.1 Furthermore, there is
ambiguity in the mother’s previous statement when she is complaining that Caddy has
named the child Quentin: “It’ll be hard enough as it is, with the heritage she already has”
(125). Is she referring to the status of illegitimacy (which has already been hidden
underneath the marriage) or is she referring to a skin color or racial features that could
betray Miss Quentin if people in her community looked at her too closely?
Jason alludes to Miss Quentin’s blackness when he complicates the question of
heritage by complaining about Miss Quentin’s promiscuity. He states, “Like I say blood
always tells. If you’ve got blood like that in you, you’ll do anything” (149). He could be
referring to the fact that Quentin is repeating Caddy’s sexual behavior, or he could be

1

See Martha Hodes White Women, Black Men: Illicit Sex in the 19 th-Century South for a full
study of the history and politics surrounding interracial relationships. She maps white anxiety about sex
between white women and black men to show how emancipation created an alarm toward white femininity
coming into contact with black masculinity.
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referring to the stereotypical association of blackness and sexual aggression. Martha
Hodes discusses how sexual aggression and promiscuity are always associated with
poverty and blackness. Miss Quentin’s identity seems to intersect at class and race where
her racial identity is questionable while at the same time her promiscuity is the sign of a
degenerating Southern family declining into the depths of poverty.
Miss Quentin’s blackness accounts for why the Compsons find Caddy’s secret so
shameful that they will not even speak of it to each other. Caroline Compson, the mother,
reveals the sensitive nature of the secret when Caddy’s husband disowns her and Caddy’s
baby is brought back to live with them. She speaks of Caddy’s husband when she says to
Jason, ‘“He can prove nothing, unless – Jason Compson,” ‘she says,’ “Were you fool
enough to tell –”’ (124). The dash at the end of the sentence substitutes what cannot be
spoken. It signifies that there is something more than Caddy’s illegitimate pregnancy,
which has already been disclosed to the reader. With simple math, it is likely the banker
can prove the child is not his; however, he cannot prove a suspicion that the child is black
if the child’s blackness is ambiguous. The dash that deposits what cannot be told into a
censoring blank represents the fruits of a forbidden love, the thing that cannot be proven
unless it is confessed: the baby’s origins, a black father, T.P. – the family’s servant. The
secret, however, as secrets do, finds ways to manifest itself within the novel. Treating the
novel as a series of images sliced together like a film montage that hides the action or
distances the meaning of movement, the secret emerges from the gaps of those frames
that would otherwise keep the secret unperceivable.2 Such technique illustrates southern

2

For Pierre Macherey, the silence within the novel is the site where several meanings are
juxtaposed and conflict. But for the writer, the silences within the work conceal ideological opposition and
expression of conflict as well as enclose the author’s social fears and concerns. Hence, the silences should
be examined as sites of resistance, as these sites are both laden with ambiguity as well as pregnant with the

109

carnivalesque’s ability to adapt popular culture’s form even as it plays within the
boundaries of social anxieties.
The secret burgeons from the novel’s “pregnant instance” pointing to Caddy’s
sexuality, which instance is the famous sight of her ascending into the tree with her
brothers seeing her muddy drawers and then descending the tree in her wedding veil. In
photography, paintings, or cinema, according to Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the pregnant
instance is the most significant instant that germinates the revelation the symbolic
embeds. In other words, a picture’s movement or meaning lies within one symbol or
image. Likewise, the novel has an image that carries its fullness of meaning. The image
of Caddy climbing a tree with soiled underpants is the image that Faulkner said inspired
the novel; thus, the image governs the story, as it becomes the pregnant instance
pollinating the novel’s blooming feminine sexuality in association with miscegenation.
However, the novel’s pregnant image gives birth to several meanings and contradictions
that return the analysis to the same image several times before the analysis can finally
deliver the full implication of what the novel signifies: a real act of miscegenation.
First, the sound and the emotion (the sound and the fury) of the image must be
heard and felt. When Caddy climbs the tree as a child, she and the other children are
spying on their grandmother’s funeral. When she descends the tree, she is grown and
getting married: time has elapsed, as events merge and collide with conflicting images of
innocence and sexual blooming. Underneath the surface of this image lies the sound of
bellowing, T.P.’s laughter, and Quentin’s shame of Caddy taking off her dress and soiling
her underpants.
author’s hidden meaning. Moreover, the silences within the gaps of the novel’s discontinuity penetrates the
novel’s discourse so much so that their signifying power pulsates throughout the undertones, and readers
would be wise to strain to overhear what the author leaves unsaid.
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The juxtaposition of Damuddy’s funeral and Caddy’s wedding sets up the tone
toward Caddy’s absence in the novel: she is dead upon the family disowning her or
passing her off to another before she can bring dishonor upon the Compsons. Hence,
Benjy’s mourning and Quentin’s shame indicate a family expulsion where the family
disowns a member to save the family’s honor. Benjy’s bellowing marks the mourning of
Caddy’s absence, and Quentin’s shame of having her expose her muddy drawers serves
as a trope that stands in for the whole of the family’s shame regarding Caddy’s sexuality,
even while T.P.’s laughter intensifies Benjy’s bellowing and states what cannot be
verbalized regarding Caddy’s forthcoming absence from the family.
Her absence itself creates the dominant gap within the novel, as the noticeable
omission of Caddy’s presence or voice is underscored via Benjy’s grief. As Cynthia
Dobbs points out, Caddy is both sister and mother to her brothers as she cares for, loves,
and nurtures Benjy and Quentin; thus, her exile from the family when her mother
pronounces her as good as dead leaves the most overwhelming gap within the family.
Caddy herself becomes “a sign of absence,” asserts Dobbs. Dobbs also argues that
Caddy’s “ever-disappearing presence is marked by both her voice and body, a body
whose signal characteristics are sexuality and flight” (36). Caddy is the center of attention
in Benjy’s and Quentin’s narrative, as well as the source of the mother’s humiliation,
which readers come to learn in Jason’s narrative. Caddy, Dobbs argues, is “the missing
body at the center of the novel that is positioned just beyond the horizon of the text” that
allows a story to come from within the gap her absence creates.3

3

Inserting sexual discourse within these spaces impregnates the text with social and political
significance. Yet, placing the signifying discourse within these gaps extends the risk of impotency, as the
exchange between the signifier and the sign is submerged in these sites of silence, often impairing the
reader’s perception of what is signified. These sites of silences then become shadows that can conceal
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Caddy’s sexuality creates the need for her absence and is the subject of white
male anxiety about black masculinity.4 Dobbs argues:
the absence of Caddy’s white female body is what generates the novel’s
narratives of psychological longing, the bodies in The Sound and the Fury
that most enact a signifying presence of longing are black. Culturally and
narratively marginalized yet symbolically central, these black bodies
collapse “center” and “horizon.” (36)
If Caddy is the missing body at the center positioned beyond the horizon, then black
bodies collapse into Caddy. Such a collapse signals a merging, even a conjoining or
sexual union, which makes Caddy emerge out of the very gap her absence creates as a
metaphor for miscegenation and the South’s obsessive fear of it in relation to the white
female body.
Similarly, Caddy’s absence is replicated in Judith, as the sister figure in Absalom,
Absalom!, is a figure of absence, which fulfills Quentin’s need for virginal sisters.
Quentin sees Henry, Clytie, Rosa, and is haunted by Sutpen’s ghost, but he never
encounters Judith. The narrative he constructs entombs her in her virginity. Furthermore,
Judith is described as existing in a state that is visible but seen through glass “where even
the voice cannot reach” her (52). If Caddy is the body that is just out of reach while
perched in the tree, then Judith is the body that cannot be touched – both represent the
white female body as an object in need of protection from black masculinity.5

meaning; and it is within these shadows, Pierre Macherey believes lies the “initial moment of criticism”
(Rivkin, 703).
4

For a good discussion on Faulkner and his treatment of race see Thadious Davis’ Faulkner’s
“Negro”: Art and the Southern Context. Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary
Imagination. Houston Baker’s I Don’t Hate the South.
5

It should be noted, too, that Caddy’s body is not the only absent body within the novel T.P. too is
missing: he has gone off to Memphis. He has left his daughter with Caddy’s family and his mother who has
promised to care for her. He left before the town discovered his secret and punished him for it. Like Caddy,
he cannot participate in the raising of this child because to do so would risk exposure.
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The tree that holds Caddy with her muddy drawers and finally releases her into a
state of expulsion, a state of absence, becomes a dream-like, subconscious phallic
representation that yokes a funeral to a wedding, signifying (at the white male’s shame)
the death of the ideological purity of the white woman as she sexually joins herself with a
black man.6 Thus, Quentin’s shame at seeing Caddy’s muddy drawers at Damuddy’s
funeral and Benjy’s trauma due to Caddy disappearing while wearing a wedding dress are
emotions that dig into the mind of the South and reveal a deeply rooted awareness of the
black phallus ejaculating Africa into America.7 Such an insertion of the black phallus
procreates a corporeal visibility of black discourse that penetrates national ideology of
racial segregation.
Marjorie Pryse has called attention to the fact that despite of all the criticism
written about The Sound and the Fury the smaller parts of the novel such as word choice,
time shifts, and the intricacies of the stream-of-consciousness remain unplumbed. She
attempts to contain the movement within the novel by examining the gaps of temporal
representations. Upon such examination, she fills the gaps with trauma and grief
associated with loss. However, while Benjy’s bellowing and Quentin’s suicide do
overwhelm the novel, their emotive energy actually stems from their possessiveness over
Caddy’s body, her sexuality, and their family honor.8 Their possessiveness of Caddy’s

6

For more information regarding sexuality, race, and death of purity see Kristin Fujie’s “All
Mixed Up: Female Sexuality and Race in The Sound and the Fury.” Faulkner’s Sexualities. Ed. Annette
Trefzer and Ann J. Abadie.
7

For a discussion of America being thought of as white see Houston Baker’s Blues, Ideology, and
Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory and Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness in
the Literary Imagination.
8

In the novel’s appendix, Faulkner points out that Quentin did not love his sister’s body but loved
“some concept of Compson honor” (207). Quentin held some “Presbyterian concept” that he could cast
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body symbolizes white women being at the “center of white Southern ideas about female
purity” (Hodes 5). If white women sexually transgress racial boundaries, white
supremacy is threatened if not eventually negated, as racial identities would become
moot.
The novel hides these anxieties behind the cubist images created by a mute
because to confront sexuality and racial politics directly would have rendered the work
unpublishable. T.P.’s and Caddy’s love story writes a secret history that spells out
disobedience of sanctions placed on the white female body. Benjy’s narrative,
nonetheless, points to T.P.’s drunken and angry emotional reaction to Caddy’s wedding.
T.P.’s anger is masked with laughter, which begs the question regarding Quentin’s
violent reaction to T.P.’s hidden yet audible presence at the wedding.
Benjy is too innocent to understand the implications of his narrative; thus,
sexuality and race enter without guile into the text’s linguistic setting through Benjy’s
obsession over Caddy’s absence. As Benjy experiences April Seventh, 1928, certain
words, smells, or sights jolt his memory so he jumbles up every instance of past
associations and mingles them with his present condition. As a result, racial images
merge to tell their own narrative. While Benjy’s narrative offers the images and sensual
perceptions of the events, Quentin’s narrative reorders those signs into a psychological
dialogue between white and black. Quentin’s narrative communicates with Benjy’s
narrative as a way to ask and answer two questions: Caddy, why are you sick (are you
pregnant)? Who is the father? Materially, the signs of miscegenation are scattered and
must be brought into isolation through examining the themes of race and gender.

himself and his sister into Hell where he could “guard her forever and keep her forevermore intact” (207208).
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Nevertheless, despite the disjointed narratives, the novel’s competing visibilities of
Benjy’s and Quentin’s memories give the signs of T.P.’s emotional connection to Caddy.
The tree planted between a funeral and a wedding, between childhood and young
adulthood, gives umbrage to the racial interaction between Caddy and T.P. However,
when one recognizes the juxtaposition of actions and image, then the discourse between
black and white unwinds a little at a time, as the narrative repetitively slips between past
and present.
Thus, returning to the novel’s pregnant instance, one can focus on the perception
of an interior narrative lurking inside a laughter that masks anger. Immediately before
Caddy ascends the tree, T.P. and Benjy are spying on Caddy’s wedding; T.P. pulls up a
box to the window to see, but then falls into the grass “skeered he’s going to holler” (25).
“Skeered he’s going to holler” not only signifies the necessity of staying quiet during the
white wedding, but it also signifies his need to express his emotions with a holler. Why
does he feel the need to holler? Is he distraught because the woman he loves is marrying
another man even as she carries T.P.’s baby? Furthermore, not only is he scared of
hollering out and revealing his presence at the wedding, he is scared that his hollering
would reveal the secret that would get him lynched because the hollering could be
interpreted as an emotional scene protesting Caddy’s wedding for the sake of their love
and their unborn child.9
Thus, to hide what is at the heart of the novel, the wedding scene has to be
interrupted with Benjy’s flashback to Caddy being a child again and climbing the tree
with muddy drawers so to conceal T.P.’s secret, even as it exposes Caddy’s impropriety

9

Faulkner’s “Dry September” historically illustrates what would happen to any black man
romantically involved with a white woman during this time period.
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of having muddy drawers. We know that result of the flashback is a superimposition of
Damuddy’s funeral and Caddy’s wedding, but the superimposition conceals T.P.’s
interest in Caddy’s wedding. Further, Benjy’s disability does not allow an understanding
of why T.P. is concerned about hollering out or why he is laughing hysterically, as if
Caddy’s wedding emotionally affects T.P. just as it does Benjy. Here, the discourse
between black and white is layered and hidden within the flashback as a means to conceal
the vividness of miscegenation10.
As the narrative returns to T.P. and Benjy outside the same window, underneath
the same tree watching Caddy get married, T.P’s interest in the wedding resurfaces when
he has to go away to get more sarsaparilla before they “both be hollering” (25). T.P.’s
hinting that they will “both be hollering” suggests that Benjy’s bellowing and clawing at
the outside wall is a mimesis of T.P.’s own emotional state. The mimesis is made clear
when T.P.’s emotions surface after Quentin kicks T.P., T.P. says to Benjy, “Go on […]
Holler again. I going to holler myself. Whooey” (13). T.P. antagonizes Benjy to make the
bellowing mourning sound that T.P. wishes to make, but cannot. Thus, Benjy projects the
grief that T.P. feels. Also, T.P. implies an emotional mirroring between Benjy and
himself when he says “I going to holler myself.” Further, the emotional mirroring of
Benjy is reaffirmed when Benjy says “I wasn’t crying, but I couldn’t stop. I wasn’t
crying” (13). He could not stop the same way T.P. could not stop laughing. This parallel
10

The various heteroglossic languages of characters conflict with the author’s attempt to address
social inequalities. The author’s language becomes one system of signs that surround the languages of the
characters and the two bond to simultaneously communicate the characters’ intentions and the author’s
intentions. Bakhtin calls this conflict a double-voiced discourse as there are “two meanings, and two
expressions” (324). Yet, these conflicting languages are aware of one another and thus are interrelated
dialogically, meaning they talk to one another. Even though these languages interact on a dialogic plane
within The Sound and Fury, they create a hierarchical gap between utterances. These gaps sometimes lie
between a juxtaposition of discontinuous time representation, or they are a result of differing image and
character utterance, or they are achieved through juxtaposition of two seemingly unrelated images or
unrelated utterances.
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is consistently made during the fight when Benjy kept repeating he could not stop and
T.P. could not stop laughing:
T.P. was laughing. Every time Quentin thumped him against the wall he
tried to say Whooey, but he couldn’t say it for laughing. I quit crying, but I
couldn’t stop. T.P. fell on me and the barn door went away. It went down
the hill and T.P. was fighting by himself and he fell down again. He was
still laughing and I couldn’t stop. (14)
Both T.P. and Benjy are not able to control the sounds emanating from them; they cannot
stop because T.P.’s laughter and Benjy’s hollering are emotive responses expressing
discontent regarding Caddy’s marriage. The hollering and bellowing are the only verbal
sounds that can express sorrow because one cannot speak out of fear of violent
punishment while the other cannot speak at all.11
T.P.’s laughter as a mask is an important device within the novel. Houston Baker
discusses African Americans’ position inside a modernizing America as beings in
possession of a form. He discusses form “as the force of a designated space” that for him
is the space between the social dichotomies of self and other. He imagines this form as
fluid – able to change a set of images, assumptions, and presuppositions into the form of
a performing mask that takes upon itself the motion it must assume in order to make a
space for the repressions of the African spirit. He specifically points to the minstrel mask
as being the force or the form that African Americans mastered “as a primary move in
Afro-American discursive modernism” (17).
The minstrel mask, for mainstream America, authenticated the black experience
as it authorized stereotypical images of blackness as a broad cultural reality. The minstrel
act erroneously becomes an “adequate and accurate sign” of black traditions, according to

11

For a larger conversation about laughter as a mask see Mel Watkins’s On the Real Side and
Glenda Carpio’s Laughing Fit to Kill.
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Baker (17). However, Baker points to instances of blacks in black face using the mask to
make bold and comic gestures of derision of white society. He calls attention to the
sound emanating from the mask as a sound that conflates nonsense with the
psychological traumas of slavery, violence, and oppression. It is in the space of
nonsensical humor that the performers are empowered to negotiate the mask’s discursive
currency in a way that slips the yoke and flips the joke.
Using the form of the minstrel mask, T.P. demonstrates the ability to laugh and
utter nonsensical assertions about spitting in a bear’s eye before Quentin shows up to
exert brutal force. T.P.s nonsensical utterance clearly embeds his painful reaction to
Caddy’s wedding: “You know what I wish […] I wish a bear would walk in that cellar
door. You know what I do. I walk right up to him and spit in he eye. Gimme that bottle to
stop my mouth before I holler” (25). T.P.’s wanting to stop his mouth before he hollers
signifies that he is upset. His desire to spit in a bear’s eye shows he is ready for a
confrontation with the Compson family.
Yet, when Quentin shows up to give T.P. the chance to spit in his eye, T.P.’s
laughter surges into the text as emotive energy that fuels the tension between the males at
opposite ends of the social hierarchy. Quentin kicks T.P. into the pig trough; T.P.
responds, “Hot dog. Didn’t he get me then. You see the white man kick me that time.
Whooey”(13). Here, the violence is taking place within the scope of the novel’s pregnant
image, and that image marries Quentin’s shame of Caddy’s muddy drawers to his
violence against T.P.
Yet, despite the violence, T.P. uses laughter to negate Quentin’s assertion of
power. T.P. calls attention to the imbalance of power between black and white and the
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violence used against him to silence him when he says accusingly “You see the white
man kick me that time.” The minstrel mask gives T.P. power not to cower before
Quentin’s act of domination. When Quentin beats T.P. for what seems to be no good
reason, and T.P. reacts to that beating with laughter and defiance, T.P. asserts his
emotional state of mind with a nonsensical challenge to power when he persists laughing
at Quentin and says, “Me and Benjy going back to the wedding. Whooey” (14). The
response elicits more violence, but T.P. only laughs at it again. Such demonstration
shows T.P.’s uncanny ability to engage “the master” in an empowering play of the
minstrel.
Furthermore, his laughter causes Versh to react with a fear that T.P.’s laughter
may be rightly interpreted as resistance to power and an assertion to his right to be at the
wedding. He says, “Hush. You sho done it now. I’ll declare if you aint. Shut up that
yelling” (14). “You sho done it now” carries the undertones that T.P. has crossed the line,
and he is going to get it. Yet, T.P. only laughs. Laughter, here, is the protective
mechanism for T.P. that keeps him from crying. He laughs to distance himself from the
pain that Caddy’s wedding has caused, which is illustrated when he responds laughing,
“Look out, nigger, I going to holler” (14).
T.P.’s laughter shows how black laughter helps the disenfranchised to break free
from political, social, and economic constraints, as it allows him to indirectly defy
Quentin’s assertion of power.12 This power signifies the underlying emotion that disrupts
the social order, and it inserts T.P.’s involvement with a white woman as well as defies
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See Ron Jenkin’s Subversive Laughter: The Liberating Power of Comedy for a full discussion of
laughter as a freeing agent.
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white expectations of subordination and deferment. The laughter is rebellious and
insistent: “Me and Benjy going back to the wedding. Whooey.”
T.P.’s laughter, however, is silenced in Quentin’s narrative when Quentin neglects
to narrate the fight and sums up the whole experience with “She ran out of her dress,
clutching her bridal, running into the bellowing where T.P. in the dew Whooey
Sassprilluh […]” (52). Readers only know that “whooey” alludes to the laughter because
of Benjy’s section. What is interesting to note, however, is the fact Quentin positions
Caddy running out of her wedding dress and into the sound of T.P.’s “whooey,” implying
a white feminine nudity in the presence of her black lover that she prefers over the man
whom she just married. Thus, T.P.’s “whooey” is a significant sound rising out of the
dew to meet Caddy, but Quentin tries to mute that sound, as if Benjy has not already
given the signs to interpret what Quentin silences. Dobbs believes that there is a gap
between black images and black voices, and this gap presents discontinuances in history
that reveal truths otherwise silenced. Thus, what Quentin silences when he mutes T.P.’s
laughter is the emotional connection between Caddy and T.P. because for these
characters living before 1928, miscegenation was illicit sex that had to be censored: the
consequence of the act blurred color lines, confused racial identity, and upset the colorbalanced binary of racial superiority and inferiority. 13
However, Quentin’s omission of racial violence resurfaces in Absalom, Absalom!
as Quentin carefully fills in the gaps left in Rosa’s narrative. Quentin uses cultural indices
that he is well aware of as a key to help him discover what is not being said in Rosa’s
narrative. So, here, Quentin’s process is akin to a counter narrative that does not allow a
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For a full discussion of “illicit” sex, see Martha Hodes White Women Black Men: Illicit Sex in
the 19 Century South.
th
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forgetting. As Shreve and Quentin narrate the story, Quentin, instead of repressing and
suppressing the Compson’s secret of Caddy’s act of miscegenation, fills the gaps of
Rosa’s narrative with his own anxieties of miscegenation because of his familiarity of
what goes into those narrative gaps. As Quentin and Shreve question events and revise
their narratives, they are actually filling in the gaps of Rosa’s narrative. Thus, there is a
dialogical relationship between Rosa’s narrative and Quentin’s. On one side, Rosa’s tale
is a process of selection – she selects how the memory constructs hegemonic identities
that define themselves against what they are not. On the other side, Quentin discovers the
discontinuities within Rosa’s narrative, and he seeks to counter Rosa’s memory with
what she forgets so that he can come to terms with T.P.’s laughter that confronted his
racial anxieties in The Sound and the Fury. While Rosa’s selecting and forgetting
illustrates what Joseph Roach calls “an opportunistic tactic of whiteness,” Quentin seeks
those moments that delivers consequences to certain actions – actions, such as
miscegenation, that polite society would rather not recognize (6).
If Quentin laments Caddy’s transgressing the laws of chastity, then he rectifies
that transgression through his imagining Judith upholding those laws. Even as Quentin
fixates upon Caddy’s sexuality in terms of violations of purity, he redeems Caddy’s
violations through Henry’s “fierce provincial pride in his sister’s virginity” (77). In the
engagement between Judith and Bon, Bon does not pay “Judith the dubious compliment
of not even trying to ruin her, let alone insisting on the marriage either before or after
Sutpen forbade it” (78). Not being ruined is important for Quentin, as his obsession with
virginity reveals him to subscribe to the idea that without virginity “a girl is lost” (67). So
if Caddy is lost, then Judith is sanctified in virginity, as she never consummates her
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relationship with Bon. Quentin’s anxiety about race and sexuality makes him project
what he wishes for Caddy onto his imaginative construction of Judith. Thus, the female
body as an object of anxiety in regards to race and sexuality make Caddy and Judith
mirror one another, though one is sexually promiscuous and one remains in the ideal
virginal state.14
Because miscegenation must be hid within the gaps of the novel’s “off screen” or
Faulkner will suffer the censorship of his society, T.P.’s laughter permeates the text in
such a way that it becomes somewhat of a laughing contagion for the reader. That
laughter is the emotion that the readers experience when Benjy’s peripheral comic actions
transfers the anxiety between Quentin and T.P. to a side-show; thus, Faulkner uses T.P.’s
laughter as a way to incite the reader into laughing, which serves to camouflage the early
twentieth century’s reader’s possible anxiety toward miscegenation. During Quentin’s
fight with T.P., T.P. and Benjy are running and falling over each other. Benjy states:
He was thrashing about and laughing and I tried to get up […] T.P. fell up
the hill, into the moonlight, and I ran against the fence and T.P. ran behind
me saying ‘Hush up hush up.’ Then he fell into the flowers, laughing, and
I ran into the box. But when I tried to climb onto it it jumped away and hit
me on the back of the head […] T.P. fell down on top of me laughing. (26)
T.P.’s laughter on the same stage as Benjy’s slap-stick comedy creates a contagion within
the reader in that the reader is encouraged to laugh along with T.P. If this scene were to
be translated into film, it would most definitely create laughter among the crowd, as
T.P.’s laughter would serve as the contagion that would incite the crowd toward an
emotional response. The slap-stick comedy hides the gap between Quentin’s violence and
14

It is also important to note that Caddy is presented in the umbrage of trees, representing the
family tree taking her into a protective cloak, whereas Judith is presented in the encasement of a plantation
home, protected by patriarchal codes and designs. Both the tree (representing a family tree) and the
plantation home are images of family ancestry and inheritance.
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T.P.’s laughter because it distracts the audience with the pleasure of laughter. Hence, the
comic relief superimposed over the fight breaks the contingency of the events, and the
reality of miscegenation is lost as laughter creates a barrier between the sign and the
signifier so that the signified love affair remains hidden underneath the laughter within
the gaps of the novel’s discursiveness.
However, though Faulkner uses the scene between Quentin and T.P. as a means to
present laughter in order to divert the reader’s attention away from the possibility of
miscegenation, he also illustrates white anxiety toward miscegenation. T.P.’s laughter
began when he pulled the box up to the window so he could see when the wedding
started. He says to Benjy “They getting ready to start,” (24). When T.P. mounts the box,
Benjy can hear them in the parlor and begins to claw his hands against the wall in protest
of his being exiled from Caddy’s presence. T.P. responds to his own racial exile from the
wedding with laughter as he falls off the box. Benjy notes, “He lay there, laughing into
the grass” (25). T.P.’s laughing into the grass illustrates the function of laughter within
oppressed groups in that, as Joseph Boskin points out, that “African-Americans quickly
learned the lesson of laughing out of earshot of their detractors” (40). Boskin gives the
specific example of a laughing box within a black community that served the purpose of
concealing black laughter. He quotes the words of a southern black man:
In my hometown there was a laughing box. Any time a Negro wanted to
laugh, he had to run to the box, stick his head into it, laugh, and proceed
home. If you lived too far from the box, you could put the laugh into an
envelope and mail it, or put in into a bag and take it to the box […] the
laughter was dark and removed. (40)
T.P. laughing into the grass, next to a box, presents a similar idea of concealing a dark
and removed laughter that would otherwise be a source of trouble. This type of laughter,
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Glenda Carpio states, “had to be cloaked in secrecy lest it be read as transgressive and
punished by violence” (4). T.P continues to try to conceal this dark and removed laughter
when he moves from the window into the cellar, still laughing.
The laughter is the sign of a sexual emotion while it distances itself from what it
is signifying, yet that laughter is not lost on Quentin’s understanding. Quentin’s narrative
begins with an image of a shadow that immerses him [and the reader] in another time.
First, Quentin orients the reader to his surroundings the same way a camera would pan
out in order to place the character within his environment. Quentin provides a series of
sensual perceptions that contextualize time in the morning: Shreve is preparing to leave
for class and Quentin is unable to function in his daily routine, as he is psychologically
stuck in his own impotency, his inadequacies. He rehearses his incest confession while
Shreve reminds him there are two minutes left for him to make it to class. As Quentin is
finally left alone, his psyche reveals that Quentin feels laughed at: he could not shoot
Dalton Ames, his father did not believe he had committed incest, he’s still a virgin, and
Shreve is called his husband. These instances flash into the narrative directly before he
writes his suicide note; the note is sealed with the image of Caddy running out of her
wedding dress and running into Benjy’s bellowing where ”T.P. is in the dew Whooey
Sassprilluh. Father had a V-shaped silver cuirass on his running chest” (52). Why is the
suicide note sealed with this image of her running out of her dress into T.P.’s sound?
Because it is the image that the family guards: it is the one that can beget social shame if
the significance is ever discovered.
Furthermore, T.P.’s laughter here is conflated with southern chivalry as a cuirass
is a breastplate reminiscent of knightliness. The “V” evokes sexuality, as it is the letter of
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“Virginity” and the letter being upon his chest points to the man, the knight, being
protective of female virginity. Further, this mocks Quentin’s own virginity, as Quentin
wishes it were he who were a not a virgin instead of Caddy. Also, the juxtaposition of
T.P.’s laughter and the father’s knightly image provide a montage-like dialect in that the
synthesis is T.P. is laughing at the white patriarch’s insistence on protecting white female
virginity and their failure to do so despite all of their vigilance and laws.
However, T.P.’s relationship to Caddy must remain concealed, and Caddy must
remain untouchable up in the tree – away from the perception of being within T.P.’s
reach. Thus, once again, the yoking of Damuddy’s funeral to Caddy’s wedding joins two
ruptures in time, forming gaps much like editing in film technology. The simultaneous
representation of two events disjointed in time but conjoined in Benjy’s memory as
moments of loss gives the impression of an instantaneous movement, but a cut in
narrative is perceptible because of the lapse of time. What has been cut out between the
funeral and the wedding, between Caddy and T.P. arguing who has to mind whom,
between Caddy climbing the tree and getting married, creates a connection between
T.P.’s emotive response to Caddy’s wedding and Caddy’s pregnancy. It is within this
gap where meaning can be determined. Mary Ann Doane discusses the cinematic
emergence of time and explains how spatial arrangements in cinema are provocative:
“Time, death, and invisibility are welded together at the edge of the frame and between
shots, in the unseen space that makes it possible for the cinema to say anything at all”
(195). In other words, meaning occurs from within the spaces where action is not visible.
Faulkner seems to recreate a similar effect by using images that infuse meaning into the
gaps.
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According to Doane, it is common for the cinema to hide miscegenation or
homosexuality in the gaps, the spaces of darkness, or off camera. She explains that the
camera or the cinema privileges heterosexuality as a means to hide the social differences
within the gaps between each shot. Movement happens off screen within the gaps of the
frames and becomes sites that hide meaning. To ease viewer’s anxieties regarding the
possibilities that each off-screen movement holds, heterosexual relationships bridge the
film’s dark spaces. These heterosexual acts of intimacy often escape logical dissection
because of their familiarity; thus, heterosexuality appears “to resist analysis” (195).
Doane asserts that family and whiteness represented in films also counter the
irregularities within the film’s frames as the social regularities present a “formal drive
toward continuity” (195). The film then reasserts and defends the reigning dogma,
enforcing mainstream culture’s normalcy (Doane ch. six).
Faulkner, too, uses heterosexuality to veil the gaps within his narrative. Caddy’s
active sexuality becomes a focal sensation when Benjy sees Caddy sitting on the swing
with Charlie:
“Go away, Charlie.” Caddy said. Charlie came and put his hands on
Caddy and I cried more. I cried loud.
“No, no, Caddy said. No. No.”
“He cant talk.” Charlie said. “Caddy.”
“Are you crazy.” Caddy said. She began to breathe fast. “He can see.
Don’t. Don’t.” Caddy fought. They both breathed fast. “Please. Please.”
Caddy whispered. (31)
This dialogue indicates Caddy and Charlie wrestling in an intimate encounter, causing
Benjy’s possessive reaction to Caddy’s body. When she frees herself from Charlie and
escapes with Benjy into the house, she promises Benjy she will not do it again. Benjy’s
narrative pans into Caddy’s sexual movements, which establishes her promiscuity as the
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foundation for Quentin’s obsession with Caddy’s sexual prowess, as his narrative follows
Benjy’s.
Lisewise, Caddy’s heterosexual relationship with Dalton Ames, despite his racial
ambiguity, camouflages Caddy’s involvement with T.P. However, Quenin’s thought
associations allow another story than what is on the surface to emerge. Quentin recalls
T.P. putting Benjy to bed, which leads directly into the question about love he asks
Caddy. Quentin thinks “where T.P. was putting him to bed do you love him” (95). “Do
you love him” drops down to the next line, leaving white space between bed and him.
Here, the thought of T.P. bleeds into the question “do you love him” because there is a
lack of punctuation to mark a shift in subject. The last subjective noun used is T.P.,
making the pronoun “him” a reference back to T.P. The answer Caddy gives to Quentin
is to have him feel the thudding of her heart, but she answers “no no” (95). It is often
assumed that Caddy and Quentin are discussing Dalton Ames since a similar scene
between Caddy and Quentin follows after an encounter with Aimes. However, a careful
analysis of both scenes will illustrate how Dalton Ames is the cover for Caddy and T.P.
Quentin, missing what Caddy’s heart-thudding signified, perpetuates the myth of
the over-sexualized black man raping white women. He states, “did he make you then he
made you do it let him he was stronger than you and tomorrow Ill kill him I swear (95).
Caddy refutes Quentin’s attempt to displace the blame onto T.P. when she places his
hand on her throat and he feels her blood “hammering.” He asks her if she hates him and
she says “Yes I hate him I would die for him I’ve already died for him over and over
again” (95). Caddy contradicts hate with her willingness to die for him much like Juliet
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died for Romeo. Therefore, when Caddy asks Quentin if he has ever done what she has
done, Quentin reacts with violence; he wants to slice her throat in order to redeem her.
At this point, Dalton Ames comes into the shot and embraces Caddy. After a
poetic description of tree frogs and honeysuckles, Quentin finds Caddy dazed and
confused, not even looking at him. She is limp, and he has to lift her to her feet. Quentin
asks “do you love him now.” On the surface, this appears to be the same question
previously asked with an emphasis on “now.” Only Quentin has already told us he
equates sexual intercourse with love when he thinks “did you love them Caddy did you
love them” (94). Thus, finding her after her encounter with Dalton Ames causes him to
ask the question about Dalton now instead of T.P., making the emphasis on “him”
(Dalton Ames) instead of “now” (because something has changed since the last time he
asked her that question).
The shift in subject becomes clear with the differences in her responses. The first
time, when the subject was T.P., she put Quentin’s hand to her heart where he felt it
“hammering,” “pounding.” Placing his hand on her heart is important because the heart
signifies that she did love him, as the heart is a symbol for love. Yet, with Dalton Ames,
she behaves more like one who has been traumatized, as “everything emptied out of her
eyes and they looked like the eyes in statues blank and unseeing and serene” (104).
Furthermore, instead of placing Quentin’s hand on her heart, she places it on her throat
where he feels the blood surge in strong accelerating beats. The surging blood does not
mimic the “hammering” or “pounding” of the heart like it did previously, but it surges
like one feels the surge of panic in the threat of danger or the memory of trauma. Hence,
Quentin wants to shoot Aimes because Aimes has hurt Caddy. Meanwhile, even as
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Quentin reconstructs these scenes, T.P. is in the background, lurking with the horse
Prince. T.P.’s presence is there, but Dalton Ames removes the suspicion that anything
between Caddy and her prince, T.P., could have happened between shots or off camera.
Quentin’s narrative transforms Caddy’s sexuality into an obsessive imagining of
incest as a means to save Caddy from sexual contamination, which diverts attention away
from Caddy’s act of miscegenation. Quentin cannot come to terms with her marrying in
white when she is not a virgin. Marriage, sexuality, race, and incest interconnect as
Quentin thinks: “Mr and Mrs Jason Richmond Compson announce the marriage of.
Roses. Not Virgins like dogwood, milkweed. I said I have committed incest, Father I
said. Roses.”(49) The image of the rose is a trope for Caddy’s sexual blooming in that she
is not budding, but has bloomed. Her innocence is not white like dogwood or milkweed,
but it has blossomed fully into her sexuality as a rose. Also, Quentin’s obsession with her
“not white like milkweed” signifies a “not white” obsession in relationship to Caddy’s
sexual partner(s). Thus, Quentin’s imagined incest factors into salvation as he believes
incest will negate all of her sexual liaisons; he thinks, “if I could tell you we did it then it
would have been so and then the others wouldn’t be so and then the world would roar
away and he […]” (112). As Quentin rehearses his confession, as he dwells on tropes
representing Caddy’s sexuality, as he fantasizes about having sex with Caddy, recalling
her sexual encounters with “them,” certain gaps begin to appear in the narrative.
These gaps yoke sexuality to blackness, creating a dialogism that bespeaks the
interconnection of race and gender. Quentin thinks about Caddy and Dalton Ames: “Why
must you do like nigger women do in the pasture the ditches the dark woods hot hidden
furious in the dark wood (59). Again, here is the image of trees enveloping Caddy: the
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dark woods conceal her impropriety the same way the tree branches enveloped the young
Caddy in her dirty drawers. Furthermore, the words “nigger women,” “furious,” and
“dark woods” connect sex with race and the act of sex occurs in a “dark” place. Quentin
reveals his ideological belief of moral superiority, as it is the “nigger women” who have
sex in hidden dark places as opposed to white women who were, according to race and
gender constructs of the era, ideally chaste.15
Through his racialized language, Quentin’s belief in his racial superiority allows
for his suppression of blackness in association with sexuality to emerge from the gaps of
his discontinuous narrative. Before Quentin commits suicide, he obsesses over how
many men Caddy has known and her need to marry somebody because she is pregnant.
He blames a “blackguard:” “Not that blackguard Caddy” (71). Here the lack of comma
between “blackguard” and “Caddy” associates Caddy as the blackguard, which again
associates Caddy’s sexuality with blackness. However, Faulkner inserts a comma when
he repeats as if to correct the association: “That blackguard, Caddy”(71). The term
“blackguard” demarcates bad character, the man who got her pregnant outside of
wedlock. The color “black” associates the bad behavior with blackness itself.16 The
repeated word with its different relationship to punctuation makes an important
association that racializes Caddy’s condition as well highlights Quentin’s knowledge of
Caddy’s act of miscegenation.

15

For further discussions regarding racial patterns in Faulkner’s works see Thadious David
Faulkner’s “Negro”: Art and the Southern Context (Baton Rouge: LSUP, 1983).
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For a full discussion regarding racialized linguistic representation of blackness, see Toni
Morrion Playing in the Dark (NY: Vintage, 1992). Henry Louis Gates, Jr. The Signifying Monkey: A
Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (NY: Oxford University Press, 1988). Carolyn Gerald “The
Black Writer and his Role” in African-American Literary Theory Ed. Winston Napier (NY: NYUP, 2000)
81-86. Ralph Ellison “Twentieth-Century Fiction and the Black Mask of Humanity” in The Sound and the
Fury: A Norton Critical Edition (NY: Norton, 1994) 275-278.
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Further, Quentin’s juxtaposition of language and images points to the reason for
Caddy being cast off by her own husband. Quentin’s linguistic association between
blackness and sexuality establishes a foundation for another situation that creates gaps
filled with sexual tension within the narrative’s logical thought patterns. Quentin
juxtaposes two memories of two different conversations, one with Caddy and one with
Versh: “I’ve got to marry somebody Versh told me about a man who mutilated himself.
He went into the woods and did it with a razor, sitting in a ditch”(73). Versh is the
Compsons’ black servant; the lack of a period between Caddy having to marry someone
and Versh’s story transforms the discontinuity of thought into a continuous one, creating
a new relationship between Caddy and blackness. Furthermore, the razor is meant to
signify blackness as Martha Banta points out in her article “The Razor, the Pistol, and the
Ideology of Race Etiquette.” Weaponry reveals economic status and, by extension, race.
Faulkner character’s choice of weapons socially places the character. Banta bases her
argument around historical socio-economics, as she asserts that a man with a razor,
instead of a knife or pistol, signifies that the man is black. Faulkner often emasculates his
black characters because penetration is dominance, so Faulkner removes the threat of
dominance or he illustrates the utter lack of power of black males living within a whitedominated society.17 Blackness, castration, and Caddy’s sexuality coincide to signify
Quentin’s anxiety about miscegenation.
The dialogism that is created between the utterance and the image interrogates
white female sexuality while dispossessing black sexuality, as white, pregnant female and
black emasculated male are presented in the same sentence. Quentin, anxious about

17

For a full discussion regarding penetration and castration as ideology see Ann Goodwyn Jones
“Desire and Dismemberment: Faulkner and the Ideology of Penetration.” 129-171.
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miscegenation, juxtaposes Caddy’s sexuality with black emasculation as a way to
intervene between Caddy and black sexuality. Michel Foucault asserts that modern power
penetrates the private lives as power seeks to identify, classify, and intervene in every
possible variant of behaviors so to control the deviant and maintain status quo. Though
Foucault’s History of Sexuality examines homosexuality’s interconnections with power,
the same principles can be applied to miscegenation. Miscegenation was a sexual act that
was policed and punished – legally and socially forbidden. Power physically corrected
the black body through lynching and emasculation.18
Likewise, Quentin’s association of black sexuality and the need for social
dominance through emasculation accounts for the fight he has with T.P. on the night of
Caddy’s wedding. Going back to the novel’s pregnant instance after understanding
Quentin’s associating black masculinity with white female sexuality, readers get a fuller
understanding of why Quentin feels compelled to assert his power over T.P. T.P’s
presence was a real and present danger to the Compson family. Outside, drunk, laughing,
and hollering along with Benjy bellowing, T.P.’s fury was on display. Quentin knew
what the laughter and bellowing signified so he rushed out to silence them lest the whole
town begin to be wise to Caddy’s social indiscretions. Benjy observes, “Quentin and T.P.
came up the hill, fighting. T.P. was falling down the hill and Quentin dragged him up the
hill. Quentin hit T.P”(14). Benjy does not say why Quentin abuses T.P. in such a way, but
it is clear that T.P.’s presence on Caddy’s wedding night threatens Quentin. Given T.P’s.
erratic and insistent behavior, Quentin’s violence against T.P,. and Quentin’s association
with black sexuality and emasculation, it seems that Quentin reacts to a knowledge or
18

For further reading regarding power and sexuality, see Michael Foucault “from The History of
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fear. Hence, T.P’s emotional display is what the rupture between Damuddy’s funeral and
Caddy’s wedding conceals.
Finally, the end of the novel returns to the novel’s pregnant instance when the
disappearance of Miss Quentin (and Jason’s money) loops back to the absence of
Caddy’s body. The return repeats a pattern of sexuality and miscegenation, as the biracial
Miss Quentin is sexually active and pursuing white men. When the family discovers Miss
Quentin has run away (escaped via the tree outside her window), the family sees lying on
the floor “soiled undergarments of cheap silk a little too pink” (176). The image of soiled
undergarments refers directly back to Caddy’s soiled underpants; the fact that they are a
little too pink suggests a raciness of sexuality, non-virgin, colored by a sexuality that
seems to be in her blood, thus suggesting impurity that they do not link to whiteness.
Further, it comes to no surprise that the offspring of T.P. and Caddy’s love affair will too
slip down that same tree representing and hiding the potency of the black phallus and
disappear from the family forever with the money that is rightfully hers. Like her father,
she has the last laugh. As identity and sexuality are crucial to modern Western discourses,
the two sequences of Caddy’s soiled undergarments and her daughter’s soiled
undergarments place a discourse around the novel’s controlling image of the tree and
soiled underpants as a way to centralize passions around the two missing female bodies
whose sexualities are linked to blackness.
However, T.P.’s laughter continues to haunt Quentin as an assertion of victory,
which becomes clear when the intertextual meaning of The Sound and the Fury and
Absalom, Absalom! form between the sound of T.P.’s laughter and and the sound of Jim
Bond asserting his presence into white society. Like T.P.’s laughter, Bond’s assertion
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takes that fluid form that Baker discusses. However, Bond’s howl is also a noise that calls
attention to his escape of the plantation space that kept him bound to a social role and
place.
In Absalom, Absalom! Quentin has not yet realized that white supremacy is part of
a cultural attitude that was slowly being disavowed in the North. Segregation laced with a
paternal feelings are what Quentin is accustomed to in regards to race relations, but
hearing T.P.’s laughter, feeling T.P.’s resistance, and knowing T.P. and Caddy had sexual
relations allow him to personally relate to Rosa’s narrative about a brother who shot the
black man who wanted to sleep with his sister. Hearing how Bon subverted Sutpen’s
white dynasty and how his progenitor destroyed it, Quentin embarks on a journey to
discover or uncover the origins of power, perhaps as a way to confront his fear of losing
it. He works over Rosa’s narrative so that he can come to understand the implications of
free black bodies and white female sexuality. His anxieties of miscegenation become
intertwined with the desire of a perversely protective incest. They are projected into
Rosa’s narrative as a way to view the past and present Souths so that he can understand
the dynamics in power relationships and how free black bodies are shifting those
dynamics.
Though the laughter is nearly silenced in Quentin’s narrative within The Sound
and the Fury, the silence does not indicate Quentin’s underestimation of what T.P.’s
laughter signifies. On the contrary, the sound haunts his consciousness just as Jim Bond’s
howl haunts the consciousness of the people in Jefferson in Absalom, Absalom!. Both
T.P.’s laughter and Bond’s howl point to free black bodies in a modernizing world – a
world that will soon be “conquered by all the Jim Bonds.” Both the laughter and the howl
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are sounds that ultimately represent an overturning of the color-balanced binary.
Therefore, T.P.’s laughter merging with Benjy’s bellowing in Quentin’s mind is
significant in that the merge echoes the signifying sound of a revealing counter narrative
within Absalom, Absalom!: Jim Bond’s howl.
Bond’s howling first fills the air as a smoke-filled, fire-lit rotting plantation house
burns when beneath the shrill whining of the ambulance sirens: “something lurked which
bellowed, something human since the bellowing was in human speech” (Absalom, 300).
Jim Bond, Sutpen’s “scion,” is the “one nigger left” after the fall of Sutpen’s dynasty, and
he, Jim Bond, has run into the woods – howling. The entire town hears him; he never gets
any further away, but he is never close enough to catch, as they could not “even locate
the direction of the howling anymore” (301). This haunting howl is the last representative
scene of the South in Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!. Faulkner’s presentation of a biracial
“idiot boy” howling has been critiqued as a grotesque trope of the south’s idiosyncrasies,
at its best; at its worst, it is an offensive racial slippage marking white fear of
miscegenation.
Barbara Ladd focuses on Jim’s howling as a political and cultural noise that
signifies the nationalist narratives of the tragic octoroon. For Ladd, the howling
represents an untraceable lineage that haunts Quentin. She uses the howling to
contextualize the politics surrounding racial amalgamation within the Euro-African
cultures of New Orleans, Haiti, and the West Indies. She discusses the deeper South’s
Euro-American cultures’ legal acknowledgment of biracial children having legitimate
claim on their European father’s property in contrast with how the upper-south, biracial
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children produced a southern hysteria associated with blurring the color-line between
slavery and freedom.
If the howling is a cultural noise that signifies a nationalist narrative of the tragic
octoroon, if the howling is haunting because it comes from a body that exists with
untraceable lineage due to racial fusions, then the howling should be understood as the
frustration of a self-conscious, alienating biracial experience in the South. However, even
though Jim Bond’s presence defies that white fantasy of keeping control of a pure,
homogeneous racial lineage, Jim Bond, the owner of the howl, is indifferent toward his
own origins. He, with “the name Bond now” does not care that his name has been
changed; he does not care that he “inherited what he was from his mother and only what
he could never have been from his father” (174). He does not give much thought to the
fact that he inherited the status of social pariah form his mother by essence of her skin
color or that he is, like his father, denied entrance to white society despite his father’s
Charles Bon’s “ivory face” (157). And not only does he not care, if one were to tell him
who he was, if one were to ask:
if he was Charles Bon’s son he not only would not have known either, he
wouldn’t have cared: and if you had told him he was, it would have
touched and then vanished from what you (not he) would have had to call
his mind long before it could have set up any reaction at all, either pride or
pleasure, anger or grief? (174)
Through Shreve, the reader is informed that Bond is not self-conscious about his origins
and therefore is not preoccupied with lineage nor is he haunted with a sense of double
consciousness.19 Thus, the intentionality (the consciousness of something) of the howl
cannot have the emotive energy of angst that commonly defines the tragic octoroon of
19

W.E.B. Dubois defines “double consciousness” in The Souls of Black Folks as a selfconsciousness that lets a black individual see oneself through the eyes of the other. An example of such is
found in Absalom, Absalom
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nationalist narratives. Though Quentin and the city of Jefferson may be conscious of the
howl representing a tragic octoroon, the howl’s reason for rupture is more complex. The
howl is a sound of resistance of cultural structures rather than a sound of double
consciousness. Drawing from the concepts of phenomenological and heteroglossic
narrative voices, a reassessment of the text’s voices discovers a narrative consciousness
that meets ideology with resistance. In other words, examining the different discourses
that surround the rupture of the howl allows a fuller recognition to take place: Jim Bond’s
howling is a form of resistance that translates into a haunting sense of painful laughter at
the destruction of the plantation.
Ladd is right to call attention to the howling as a disruptive sound dominating the
novel that implies an inauspicious human presence, but the descriptions of that presence
marks an affective rhetorical purpose that evokes remembrance of the woeful condition
of slavery more than it evokes a biracial consciousness. Bond’s ill fate of captivity begins
before he existed: when Bond’s father, as a boy, is brought to the plantation by a
“creature whom he had seen once and learned to dread and fear yet could not flee.” The
description carries the motif of captivity, as Bon is “held helpless and passive in a state
which must have been some incredible compound of horror and trust” (160). Bon’s
captivity then extends to his wife, Bond’s mother, whom he brings back to Sutpen’s
Hundred and who gives birth to Bond in the old slave cabin (170). Now, Bond too is a
captive of the plantation’s power matrix. Bond lives in the dilapidated slave cabin behind
Sutpen’s “haunted house,” which signifies an attachment to the past ancestral atrocities
associated with slavery that seem to bear similar haunting continuance for their
progenitor, Bond.
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Furthermore, Bond’s name change also signifies captivity. His grandfather,
Charles Bon, carried the surname “Bon,” which the text says means “Good,” indicating a
pleasantness of character. His father, Charles Bon II, having been brought to Sutpen’s
Hundred as a child and told he, despite his white skin, must be “a negro,” learned the
double consciousness that black men felt in a racist society (Du Bois). Having been
stripped of his silks and the knowledge of who he was while he lived in New Orleans, it
is only fitting as a genealogical performance that the next generation suffers the next step
of degeneration: bondage. Jim Bond’s name is a play on the word “bondage.” Luster
plays on the word when he says that Bond’s name is the same word as “Whut dey puts
you under when de Law ketches you” (174). Is Luster referring to bail money, making
Jim the property, the bond held as collateral? If so, what is he the collateral against?
Sutpen’s curse? Or is Luster pointing to the meaning of being held under the law in
bondage? Either way, the allusion to the condition of not being a free man in society has
been made. So by the time Rosa Coldfield falls in the dark house and hails Bond with
“You, nigger! What’s your name?” the impact of the hearing him respond with his full
name “Jim Bond” is felt with a solid consciousness of slavery and its de facto
continuance that is apparent with Jim’s complacent reaction to the hail and order to help
Rosa up(297).
Furthermore, Bond’s interpellation scene provides the semiotic structure from
which his howl erupts. The scene is readily understood for its system of signs and social
interpretation: Rosa hails Bond, “You, nigger! What’s your name?” and he responds
accordingly “Calls me Jim Bond.” He is then ordered to help her up, which he obeys,
complacently. With his response and obedience, he enters into a semiotic order that
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organizes his place, as “nigger” is loaded with a hegemonic value that places Bond as
subservient to Rosa. When Rosa utters the signifier “You, nigger,” the image, the
signified, is slavery, subjugation, deference, plantation hierarchy, through which Bond,
the referent, realizes the connection between himself, the signifier and the signified. The
social code uttered interprets Bond’s place in a manner that even he, the “slack-face,” can
understand.
Faulkner positioned Bond’s interpellation scene close to the eruption of the howl
because with it Faulkner is paralleling the subversion of this type of semiotic order with
the destruction of the plantation; thus we can interpret the howl as a rupture and a
violation of the semiotic order previously established. As the howl ruptures, it becomes
the sound of confrontation. Upon arriving at Sutpen’s burning house, Rosa is confronted
with the howling as Bond, bellowing, “followed them, wraith like and insubstantial,
looking at them out of the smoke” (300). Even though he is chased away, “the howling
did not diminish nor even seem to get any further away” (300). Rosa is screaming “The
window! The window!” and as the door to the burning house swings inward, the first
sight of flames is detailed: “The entire staircase is on fire” (300). The staircase is where
Rosa had pushed Clytie down in her alacrity to get to Henry upstairs. The staircase is the
site of one confrontation with “the other” where Rosa asserted her power and domination.
The image of the burning staircase that has been the site of confrontation and domination
symbolizes the plantation hierarchy’s disruption after the Civil War, as stairs are an easy
representation of hierarchical order. Jim Bond is representative of all black people, as
Shreve says “the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the western hemisphere” (302). If Bond
is the representative spokesperson, then his howl is the sound of cultural resiliency in that
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Bond is the lone surviving inhabitant of the plantation. If he is the “one nigger left,” then
the howl takes on bodily sound that gives the sound of resistance as he, with his black
body, cannot be caught and they “never will be able to use him” (302). Thus, he defies
his social place. If the social place is defied, the social structures which confine bodies to
a place are weakened.
The bodily sound itself also challenges the old structures of the Old South, as he
is now, albeit extralinguistically, expressing his resilience and resistance to the system
that previously silenced him into deference. The symbolic destruction of the Old South
represented as the burning plantation marks a disruption in the social hierarchy, as Bond
is implicated in the act of burning the plantation. Shreve and Quentin determine that
Bond may have kept the closet full of trash and kerosene, just as Clytie told him. So,
upon Bond’s destroying the plantation, the howl, the sound of resiliency and resistance
from the last black body on site, forms part of the chaos forming around the destruction
site that overpowers the senses until it becomes the only sound left (301). Bond’s
symbolic destruction of this social structure is foreshadowed in the description of his
father being the “dynamite which destroys the house and the family” (245). The dynamite
refers to the fire that Bond is implicating in setting, which completes the destruction of
the home and family, mirroring the generations of struggle against a system that will
eventually be conquered by the Jim Bonds.
Thus, the destruction of the plantation becomes part of the howl’s significance as
the burning plantation marks the symbolic destruction of an old system just as the howl
marks the disruption in the semiotic order. The symbolic destruction of the plantation
hierarchy and its semiotic order are enforced in that at the moment that the burning
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staircase is in sight Rosa becomes “furious,” “struggling with silent and bitter fury,”
“making no sound at all now.” While the air fills with Bond’s howl, Rosa falls silent,
which subverts the linguistic code of the social world.
The destruction of the plantation signifies back to Caddy’s wedding night, which
parallels the two events as tropes that represent “the Jim Bond’s conquering the Western
Hemisphere.” The scene of Caddy running out of her wedding dress is described in such
a way that loosely parallels the burning of Sutpen’s plantation, implying Quentin’s
association of T.P.’s laughter as a defiant act against white society and the symbolic
destruction of that society. Quentin’s descriptions of the two scenes overlap in word
choices and imagery. He describes Caddy as a “cloud, her veil swirling in long glints” as
she escapes from the house. Likewise, the smoke escaping from Sutpen’s house is a cloud
of smoke that “swirls.” Caddy’s wedding veil and her train would be gauze-like in
appearance, much like the burning house appears to be made of “gauze wire.” The
association equates Caddy, the white woman who is doomed, with the plantation house
that is doomed for destruction – both the southern woman and the plantation home are
common, convenient tropes for the condition of the South. Furthermore, Caddy runs into
the sound of Benjy’s bellowing exactly as Rosa runs against the sound of Bond’s
“bellowing.”
Moreover, the image of a mirror suggests a parallel between Rosa and Caddy.
Rosa is likened unto a mirror when she is described as having her face, “even in the
sunlight lit by one last wild crimson reflection as the house collapsed” (301). If Rosa
represents a cultural mirror as her selective forgetting and remembering reflect white
cultural attitudes, then Caddy’s “running out of the mirror” would represent her rejection
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of these white cultural attitudes – a rejection that would culminate in miscegenation and a
destruction of the color line (52 “Sound”). The destruction of the South’s hierarchy that
Caddy’s sexuality threatens is reflected in Rosa’s face as the plantation collapses,
metaphorically speaking, which destruction is marked by a biracial howl.
Furthermore, the discrepancy between the original manuscript of Absalom and
Faulkner’s revision indicates the howl’s importance as a metaphoric structure carrying its
own signs that subvert the subjugation previous signs ordered. The original reads:
serene as the clapboards melted and peeled away. Then her [Clytie’s] face
went away, vanished; he they held Miss Coldfield as she struggled; still
making no sound and foaming a little now at the mouth. Then, the whole
enormous house seemed to collapse. Coldfied as she struggled: he had not
he could see her; he had (Langford 360)
Originally, Faulkner continues to focus on Miss Coldfield’s melodramatic reaction to the
burning plantation. Such a focus privileges Rosa’s hysteria. She struggles, unable to
speak, but foaming at the mouth, against the men who hold her. Her hysteria is resistant
to interpretation, as Minrose Gwin points out in “The Silencing of Rosa Coldfield.” Rosa
represents a repressed hysteria that stems from the madness that the patriarchy silences in
attempts to construct its own systems (152). However, even as Rosa is rendered silent in
her hysteria, as her repressions surface at the sight of the burning edifice, Faulkner
infuses sound in Bond, who has also been silenced, marginalized within the patriarchal
system. Faulkner inserts the sound of Bond’s howl between the melting of the
clapboards and Rosa’s reaction to it. The revision reads:
Serene above the melting clapboards before the smoke swirled across it again –
and he, Jim Bond, the scion, the last of his race, seeing it too now and howling
with human reason now since now even he could have known what he was
howling about. But they couldn’t catch him. They could hear him; he didn’t seem
to ever get any further away but they couldn’t get any nearer and maybe in time
they could not even locate the direction any more of the howling. They – the
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driver and the deputy – held Miss Coldfield as she struggled: he (Quentin) could
see her, them: he had (Langford 360)
Here, Faulkner constructs the howl as having a consciousness of reason: “howling with
human reason now since now even he could have known what he was howling about”
(300). Joseph Urgo and Noel Polk state that this is where the howl has significance
beyond the burning of the house: “Jim Bond’s wail is not for the burning house or for any
material, articulate reason, but for something profound and ineffable” (194). The
insertion of this now intelligible howl keeps the howl in hearing from the beginning when
it lurks underneath the siren’s wails. It is heard as the staircase and hallway vanish in the
fire, and at the end when the house finally collapses when the narrator states “and there is
only the sound of the idiot negro left” (301). What was at first a subconscious rupture is
now conscious – a consciousness that is realized only through the destruction of the
structure that signified a hierarchical code of order.
Caddy’s sexuality and the destruction of Sutpen’s plantation carry noises of
blackness that have been too easily dismissed as discourses that make blackness a joke;
however, Bond’s howl and T.P.’s laughter escape power’s censorship, even as these
sounds attract attention, precisely because these sounds are perceived as jokes. Yet,
wordless sounds much like Bond’s howl and T.P.’s laughter are somewhat
interchangeable in theory because the sounds connote the social and political predicament
of blacks, just as black laughter seeks to do. The sounds are ambiguous in their doubling
in that the power discourses that frame the sounds are both challenged and performed.
The wordless acts represent crossroads that intersect white society’s expectations with the
acrid criticism of that society, as those who make the sounds are acting within the
pejorative images of blackness that whites created.
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T.P.’s laughter and Bond’s howl are the noises that haunt Quentin with a
consciousness of free black bodies coming into contact with white female sexuality.
Quentin experiences T.P.’s laughter and must come to terms with it. So even as Rosa is
horrified to see the burning plantation, the destruction of the Old South, Quentin is
horrified to hear those signifying noises of discontent coming from free black bodies.
These noises that resound through both novels as sounds signify defiance of cultural
boundaries and resistance to cultural oppression. Thus, even as the howling echoes T.P.’s
laughter, the sounds are sounds of black masculinity that Quentin needs to analyze in
relationship to white female sexuality because he realizes that the Jim Bonds are going to
conquer the Western Hemisphere. Therefore, these sounds ignite Quentin’s need to
repetitively retell Rosa’s narratives much like he was viewing a spectacle as a way to
come to understand what haunts him, eventually driving him to suicide: his fear of
miscegenation.
For Faulkner, the convergence of the white and black races represents the unity he
most desires in a post war modern world. After the murder of Emmett Till, he states
“Because if we Americans are to survive, it will have to be because we choose and elect
and defend to be first of all Americans to present to the world one homogeneous and
unbroken front, whether of white Americans or black ones or purple or blue or green”
(“Essays” 222). However, this convergence translates into a fear of erasure through
Quentin’s obsession with race and sexuality. If Judith and Charles are brother and sister
and if Charles is black, then the forgotten memory Quentin revives becomes a trope for
racial unification, as kin folks cross the color line in blood relations, disrupting neatly
defined categories of difference that dominate society has used to define itself against.
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However, the threat of that erasure culminates in Bond’s howl, which excites Shreve’s
imagination of also springing forth from African loins. If it is erasure that white society
fears, then the surrogation process within the novel illustrates Roach’s claim the
surrogate memory “may tap deep motives of prejudice and fear” inciting phobic anxiety
(2).
Thus, as the howl ruptures, it becomes a southern carnivalesque sound of
confrontation, much like T.P.’s laughter. However, unlike T.P.’s laughter being cut out of
Quentin’s narrative, Bond’s howl is the last image Faulkner presents and it certainly
resonates beyond the text in that readers cannot forget the sound along with Quentin’s
words “I do not hate the South.” The howl underscores Quentin’s need to retell, and, in
his mind, reperform the tale of Sutpen. Quentin needs to rehearse the story as a surrogate
memory, as the story he constructs about Charles and Judith is a surrogate for the
narrative between T.P. and Caddy. Unlike T.P.’s laughter presented in the first chapter as
a nonsensical noise, the howl is withheld until the end, but once it is heard, it becomes
part of the story’s undertone and connects itself to the repetitive story as a last word or a
response to what has been told. The howl as a response to Quentin’s previously
constructed narratives is important because the howl then becomes an assertion of
defiance, which Shreve points to when he says “the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the
western hemisphere […] so in a few thousand years, I who regard you will also have
sprung from the loins of African kings” (302). The assertion, like T.P.’s laughter,
disrupts the slave culture and inserts the presence of a free black body into white society
creating a future that promises erasure of difference.
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Thus, the howling as a victory sound with the essence of laughter signifies the
same defiance of cultural boundaries and resistance to cultural oppression that T.P.’s
laughter signified. Furthermore, Quentin examines the howl in Absalom against the
memory of Benjy’s bellowing and T.P.’s laughter, which transforms the dissonance of
T.P.’s laughter into Bond’s howl. Thus, the howling transforms into a laughter that is
haunted with the consciousness of slavery. As the howl bonds to T.P.’s laughter as a sign
of cultural resistance, it becomes the sound of black masculinity Quentin needs to analyze
in relationship to white female sexuality, as black males are now bodies free from the
confinement of the plantation.
Consequently, T.P.’s laughter exemplifies how the discourse between power and
its subject frames the political symbolism of sound and how that frame can be used to
mask confrontation. Bond’s howl and T.P.’s laughter escape power’s censorship, even as
these sounds attract attention, because these sounds are perceived as representing a
performance of the power discourses that make blackness a standard joke. However, self
deprecation, as Watkins claims, is often used in the laughter of minorities as a way to
deflect the subject’s incongruity between aggression and deferment, and such acts
accompanied by wordless sounds convey much more than what the performance
pretends. Wordless sounds such as Bond’s howl and T.P.’s laughter are somewhat
interchangeable in theory because the sounds connote the social and political predicament
of blacks, just as black laughter seeks to do. The sounds are ambiguous in their doubling
in that the power discourses that frame the sounds are both challenged and performed.
The wordless acts represent a crossroads at the interpretation juncture that suggest acrid
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criticism of power structures even as those who make the sound are acting within the
pejorative images of blackness that power created.
Yet, these narrative gaps do not resolve racial conflict. Quentin only recognizes
that the eventual outcome of emancipated black bodies will be white erasure, which
exacerbates the South’s real cultural fears. However, the sounds of blackness emanating
from the narrative gaps intensify cultural tensions through the tragic sense of a love lost:
T.P.’s and Caddy’s, Charles Bon’s and Judith’s. Yet, true to a culture that would rather
embrace incest than miscegenation, these narratives go to great lengths to marginalize the
erotic tension they create between black masculinity and white feminine sexuality.
Lurking within the narrative about Caddy is laughter, the sound of the fury that confronts
the pain of racism, and the fury is the pain of a lost love silenced in the sound of
bellowing.
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Chapter Five: The Performance of Trauma in Search for Redemption
“For by allowing us to laugh at that which is normally unlaughable, comedy provides an
otherwise unavailable clarification of vision that calms the clammy trembling which
ensues whenever we pierce the veil of conventions that guard us from the basic absurdity
of the human condition.” – Ralph Ellison
Faulkner’s long-term experience with New Orleans’s culture, Mardi Gras, and
writing The Sound and the Fury taught Faulkner that art of spectacle. His novels create
spectacles that perform the range of cultural anxieties: Sanctuary performed the spectacle
of gender, Pylon the spectacle of modernization and cultural alienation (within the setting
of Mardi Gras), Light in August the spectacle of race and identity, As I Lay Dying the
spectacle of death, to name a few. However, it is Absalom, Absalom! that presents a fullfledged southern carnivalesque spectacle performed with the spirit of a Mardi Gras
parade on the site of the plantation.
Absalom, Absalom! follows the phases from the creation to the destruction of
Sutpen’s plantation. The plantation represents the South transitioning from the Old to the
New, as the plantation itself struggles in surviving, recreating itself and its glory after the
Civil War. As the tale moves from creation to destruction, it dramatizes the network of
relations that constitute the plantation’s social construction and dependencies. Upon the
destruction of the plantation, the oppressed emerges as “conqueror of the Western
hemisphere,” which subverts the old hegemony and offers equality as the races will
merge and become one, erasing an identifiable difference.
The novel’s dramatization of the plantation networks derives from memory and
history, thus forming a relationship between memory and performance just as Mardi Gras
does. Performances, such as Mardi Gras, that act out historical memories work as a self-
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reflective process in defining identity and social roles. The performance selects details to
magnify that will overshadow other details in order to reproduce a public enactment of
social attitudes and perpetuate cultural traditions. Mardi Gras, in particular, is a
performance of circum-Atlantic society that performs its past in the presence of others as
a way to reinvent itself and its culture.
Before the desegregation of Mardi Gras, Mardi Gras was the Old South on Parade
governed over by New Orleans plutocracy. The elite of New Orleans used Mardi Gras as
an annual affirmation of social hierarchies. Old line krewes preserved and guarded white
male establishes. The Comus krewe entered first in 1857. They, in particular, regarded
themselves demonstrating their social superiority as their floats utilized mythological and
classical themes as a gift to the common folks. Their floats were accentuated with rows of
dancing black men, which enacted how they imagined race relations and expected a
cultural assimilation, as the raised, colorful display of white culture floated above black
men who, by the virtue of their dancing, took on the postures of celebrating or
worshiping the cultural display. In 1872, King Rex and Momus krewes joined in the
street performances, and in 1882, Proteus krewe was formed. Membership in these
krewes was limited to the blue-blooded white males only: women, Jews, Blacks, Native
Americans, and Italians need not apply because they would not be admitted. However,
King Rex lowered its standards and allowed the nouveaux rich into its krewe, which
made Comus, Momus, and Proteus dismiss the Rex krewe as beneath them (Gill).
King Rex was invented as the King of Carnival in 1872 in response to the Grand
Duke of Russia coming to view Mardi Gras. However, King Rex should be viewed as the
region’s white mode of self-expression. In that the first Rex parade, there were strange
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images that act out the region’s bitter politics and cultural issues. In 1872, King Rex ruled
over impersonators of the Ku Klux Klan and performed “satirical and bitter
representations of President Grant, Abraham Lincoln” (Tallant 137). Born during the
days of Reconstruction, it is not surprising that King Rex performs as a ruler of white
power (KKK) pitted against those national leaders who have disrupted the South’s
economic and cultural identities. The KKK is able to openly march under the King’s
protection and, one can assume, approbation while other performers satirized those
opposed to KKK ideology. Joseph Roach explains this blatant act of expressing
disapproval of Reconstruction when he states carnival is a “place in which every day
practices and attitudes may be legitimated, ‘brought out into the open,’ reinforced,
celebrated, or intensified” (28). Thus, King Rex as Lord of Carnival is the epitome of
white power recreating southern hierarchy with the white man as rule and the KKK as the
enforcer of that rule.
King Rex perpetuates a seamless continuation of white supremacy entitlement.
Established during the height of the white southern angst of Reconstruction politics, King
Rex asserts the white male’s claim as the natural, dominate ruler. This assertion is backed
with thematic visuals that celebrate Greek and Roman mythology and history or
European history, which highlights white men’s accomplishments in history, literature,
and science. The Rex floats display constructions of history that position the white race
as superior and victorious. With themes such as “Visions of the Nations” (1907),
“Visions from the Poets” (1916), “Notable Women from the Ages” (1924), “The Outline
of History” (1929), and “Utopia of the South” (1949), the Rex floats narrate a world
history that positions the white race as visionary leaders that have civilized the world.
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The Rex floats also speak to social and cultural movements. With themes such as “The
God Modernized” (1878), “The Semitic Races” (1884) [with five daughters of the
confederacy being honored], and “Symbolism of Colors” (1892), the Rex floats narrated
conservative and/or romantic ideology that spoke to cultural anxiety. The Rex floats are
often stages where memory is inflated and performed in such a way that Western culture
is legitimized and disseminated among the masses as a way to “educate” the masses.
To counter King Rex, the Zulu nation was formed in 1909. If King Rex represents
centuries of white supremacy, as Roach suggests it does, then the Zulu nation presented a
counter-memory that performed a race-conscious identity. Zulu participants are black
men with their faces painted white and then painted over again black. They are
performing a white minstrel act that deconstructs white genealogy (Roach 20). Zulu often
blurs that line between ridiculing and reinforcing race consciousness; however, the
performance is meant to exaggerate white constructions of Africa and “the stupidity” of
“jury-rigged constructions of race” (Roach 21). Such a performance should be viewed as
the cultural rituals of black memory. W. Fitzhugh Brundage discusses social spaces that
allow blacks to establish their own sites of memory and acknowledges that parades are a
significant performance of that cultural rite, particularly or especially during the age of
segregation. Brundage states “blacks continued to stage processions that demonstrated –
to themselves and to whites – their civic spirit and version of history” (70).
King Rex and Zulu, traditionally, have performed their cultural memories
separately from one another, with King Rex being the first. However, in 1991, there was
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a riot in New Orleans because the two parades intersected and “performed their past in
one another faces,” that created a “cruel hyperbolic mirror” of genealogical history
(Roach 20).
The actual clash between King Rex and Zulu, though several decades after
Faulkner, can be likened to Faulkner’s literary technique as Faulkner’s characters
perform their racialized pasts in the reader’s face, and he, too, creates a “cruel hyperbolic
mirror” of his readers’ hyper-awareness of racial differences. Faulkner casts Sutpen and
his descendents as Sutpens’ surrogates in the roles that can be compared to those of King
Rex; likewise Charles Bon and Bon’s descendents can be compared to Zulu. Faulkner
stages this performance on the plantation in order to accentuate stereotypes and invoke a
subversive laughter at the recognizable hyper-awareness of race differences. Faulkner
sets the stage where memory and performance merge in southern carnivalesque.
Racialized images act out hegemonic roles, and centers Sutpen as the patriarchal keeper
of these roles in so much that Sutpen performs the structure of power much like King Rex
performs the elements of power.
Sutpen is the central figure within the novel that both upsets and performs
hegemonic roles, as he emerges from the underprivileged socio-economic class via the
creation of his own plantation. Moreover, Faulkner parodies the plantation’s mechanisms
of exploitation and politics of race with Sutpen’s Hundred. Sutpen is described as
“playing the scene to the audience, behind him fate, destiny, retribution, irony – the stage
manager – call him what you will – was already striking the set and dragging on the
synthetic and spurious shadows and shapes of the next one” (57). Faulkner’s description
is metatextual signifier of the performance’s relationship to the novel. Sutpen, described
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as acting a role, plays his scenes straight out of history where his fate is already behind
him as the narrative takes place after the war and destruction of his plantation. However,
Fate, the stage manager, seeks a play about retribution and irony. Here, Faulkner points to
his novel as a performance laced with ironies. And even as the plantation scene is struck
down or destroyed, the stage manager is already synthetically (not organically) forming
the next stage, indicating a forced transition from Old South to New South. The shadow
and shapes being dragged into position speak subtextally to the ghostly images within the
novel, suggesting the continuation of the plantation’s reincarnation of actors, which
allows for Quentin to view the historical performance with his own body possessed with
ghosts, and then he forges a relationship to history. Thus, using the plantation as a
palimpsest image of time, space, and identity, the irony of the tale bleeds through at the
end when the last of Sutpen’s decedents, a black Jim Bond, howls while Sutpen’s
plantation home burns to the ground.
The plantation, marking the continuum of social identity within a time and space,
grips the body and memory in such a way that it emphasizes the body’s relationship to
history. “[T]he plantation, echoing with such historical revisions and haunted by them as
by the dead, would come to exert force difficult to escape,” Adams asserts (4). Adams
believes that the plantation landscape should be viewed as palimpsest and “consequently,
metaphor” (4). Apparently, Faulkner would have agreed with Adams, since Absalom,
Absalom! explores the plantation as a haunted entity that releases its captive ghost into
the lives of the surviving, from one generation to the next. As Rosa tells her story of
Sutpen and Bon, the horrors bleed through the story about “violently ripped plantations,”
miscegenation, incest, war, and murder. The story can be read as an allegory of the south
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where the plantation is a metaphor or a trope for the South, as the story details the rise
and fall of one plantation and the curse that is associated with it because of slavery and
racial ideology. Quentin is sitting “opposite” of Miss Rosa, which indicates this tale
affects both ends of the spectrum, old and young.
As Rosa tells the story, Quentin tries to unpack the meaning of it, and the reader
begins to comprehend that the past has ways of extending itself into the future in such a
way it envelopes the present, which haunts and ages living inhabitants well past their
natural years. Quentin’s visual and audible communications with the ghosts represent that
even the younger generations will be haunted by an unforgotten collective memory of the
past. Adams states, “The ownership of people has generated a culture in which people
may become possessed by what we call history, and the plantation itself remains haunted
by property” (11). Quentin is also a haunted property: like Rosa’s haunted voice,
Quentin’s mind and body is filled with ghosts:
his very body was an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names;
he was not a being, an entity , he was commonwealth. He was a barracks
filled with stubborn back looking ghosts still recovering, even forty-three
years afterward, from the fever which had cured the disease, waking from
the fever without even knowing that it had been the fever itself they had
fought against and not the sickness, looking stubborn recalcitrance
backward beyond the fever and into the disease with actual regret, weak
from the fever yet free from the disease and not even aware that the
freedom was that of impotence (7).
The ghosts who haunt Quentin represent the attitude germane in the South that recreates a
nostalgic longing to return to an ideal plantation past. The fever is the war that cured the
disease of slavery, but the fever still has left the region weak with impotent freedom,
which impotence is manifested in Sutpen’s white descendants and Miss Rosa, as these
never proliferate. The freedom is also impotent as racial relations are strained and Jim
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Crow laws oppress civil rights. Shreve echoes this impotent, ambiguous haunting
freedom when he says “Because it’s something my people haven’t got. Or if we have got
it, it all happened long ago across the water and so now there ain’t anything to look at
every day to remind us of it. We don’t live among defeated grandfathers and freed slaves
(or have I got it backward and was it your folks that are free and the niggers that lost?”)
(289).
Faulkner illustrates how the engravings on memory and body are passed down
from one generation to another through repetition of experience. Whether it is repeating a
temporal or psychological experience, it does not matter; historical domination has
branded the body, even through bodily hauntings and rumors of haunted places, just as
Rosa’s voices takes on a ghostly quality or as Quentin’s body fills with ghosts upon
hearing Rosa’s narrative or as Sutpen’s plantation house is thought to be haunted. What
has occurred in the past incurs a relationship between the body, history, and culture
through imprinting a haunting sense of identity.
Haunted plantations facilitate specific psychological responses that either
misrecognize the horrors of plantation life or evoke a sense of trauma. Many old
plantation houses are rumored to be haunted by civil war generals, southern belles pining
for their lost lovers the war snatched from them, or a loyal slave waiting for his master’s
return. In the past, the ghost stories rarely illustrated the unspeakable crimes and horrors
that actually took place on the plantation grounds where men were stripped of their
freedom and right to own even their name, which demonstrate that restored plantations
signify a constructed memory, romantically imagined and omitting selectively forgotten
details. Hence, the plantation tour is a very different experience for African-Americans
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and European descendants. Carter and Dwyer note that among the tourists who visit
plantations, whites usually do not ask questions that address the slavery issue, but are
generally interested in the architecture and furnishings of the plantations along with a
glamorized lifestyle that may have taken place. Perhaps, for them, it is the dream of
social mobility that glamorizes the plantation’s powerful status. However, blacks
experience the plantation tour with an acute remembrance of slavery. David Shipler
argues that a “double image shimmers beneath the towering trees. One is for those who
do not consider the history; beauty shrouds the shame. The other is for those who
recognize that they have come upon the site of a great crime and can feel a shiver of
remembrance” (Butler, 289).
Likewise, Jessica Adams believes that the plantation landscape should be viewed
as palimpsest and “consequently, metaphor” (4). Much of the plantation landscape is
linked to the gothic as a way to explore racial relationships. Teresa Goddu states, “the
South is a benighted landscape, heavy with history, and haunted by ghosts of slavery”
(“The Ghost of Race”). The haunted plantation renders the gothic to function “as the
nation’s ‘dark’ other contains the horror of slavery to the South and extricates the nation
from the crime of slavery” (Goddu). However, the gothic is a southern strategy that
allows race to enter the novel’s scope, as gothic color imagery lends itself well to myths
associated with racial identities.1 Leigh Anne Duck states that haunted plantations
provide Faulkner “an analytic tool through which to investigate ideas of southern
collective memory” (147). The haunting effect, Duck argues, showcases how
“individuals damage themselves and others by avowing an absolute split in time and
1

For more on the gothic imagery and blackness, See Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark and
Teresa Goddu’s “The Ghost of Race: Edgar Allan Poe and the Southern Gothic” printed in Henry B.
Wonham’s Criticism and the Color Line.
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refusing to engage in more nuanced investigation of the relationship between past and
present” (159). Thus, the haunted plantation site possesses individual bodies for the
purpose of trapping individuals within their own psychological response to the plantation
myth. However, Faulkner builds a performance around the plantation myth in order to
investigate a South that claims to be “new,” but in reality, it is perpetuating the old
ideology of the antebellum South.
The plantation myth and its selectively forgotten details create fissures in the
official narrative. These fissures widen as Quentin, haunted with the past, examines the
pull between culture’s official narrative and the hypocrisy of that narrative. When he
reconstructs Rosa’s narrative and examines and selects each unofficial detail to use in
explaining the South, he feels authorized to do so precisely because this haunting effect
gives him a “knowing” beyond the myth.
Thus, forming the body in ghostly images and visions is part of the grotesque
treatment of the body, as the grotesque becomes carnivalesque in order to get at some
great hypocrisy underpinning the subject’s mortality. The grotesque is an exaggeration of
the abnormal that deals a moral and social blow to the aberration or to the official culture
the grotesque parodies, according to Bakhtin, which is why it bolsters the carnivalesque.
Sutpen is introduced as a ghost “mused with shadowy docility as if it were the voice
which he haunted where a more fortunate one would have had a house” (4). Sutpen’s
ghost not only rides in on Rosa’s voice, but he enters Quentin’s mind as Quentin “seemed
to watch them overrun suddenly the hundred square miles of tranquil and astonished
earth” (4). Sutpen’s hypocrisy is revealed in layers as the reader learns he is a man
without a past, who may or may not be who he says; a poor man pretending to be rich
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who acquires slaves and a virtuous woman to “make his position impregnable” (9). A
man whose hypocrisy is mirrored in Charles Bon, who is also a man with no past, who is
described as “appeared almost phoenix-like, full sprung from no childhood, born of no
woman” (58). Readers learn the great hypocrisy is that Sutpen had a previous marriage
to a black woman who bore him a son, Charles Bon, whom he abandoned because they,
being black, would interfere with his revenge upon society, his acquiring a plantation and
the status that goes along with it. And while he hides behind his wife, Ellen, for
respectability, he continues to father children with black women, as Clytie the girl slave
on his plantation is also Sutpen’s daughter. But underlying is the fact that Sutpen is an
American, a denizen of a land that professes to believe in freedom and equality for men,
yet, allows slavery to exist on its soil. Furthermore, Rosa is also ghostly as she is one of
the last town’s surviving citizens of the civil war and Sutpen’s dynasty. Her hypocrisy
slowly reveals itself, despite her guarded attempts within her narration.
Perhaps it is precisely the spaces of haunting that isolate those genealogical roots
that can be uncovered, as Quentin seems to illustrate as he partakes of the unsettling past
with a haunted body and then needs to exorcise that haunting through an imaginative
performance that uncovers genealogical roots. Through analyzing genealogical
performances, one may recognize the historical origins, as these performances are
reciprocal reflections of cultural memories that express the disparities between history,
memory, and identity (Roach 25-26).
According to Roach, performance genealogies are patterned movements that
rehearse a cultural repertoire of memories, real or imagined, and are performances that
are passed down by unspoken tradition through gestures and habits, which build in-
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grained memories and form the body’s inherent self-knowledge (26). Shreve points to
the narrative they just created as being comparable to a genealogical performance when
he, after hearing the complete story, proclaims “The South. Jesus. No wonder you folks
out live yourselves by years and years and years” (301). Shreve’s words show how social
memory possess the living body in such a way that culture perpetuates itself beyond the
natural course of human life, making history part of a living memory that is enacted on a
daily basis through cultural attitudes, behaviors, and traditions. In order to analyze the
internalization of history the novel uses the concept of genealogical performance in that
memory draws from a cultural repertoire in order to express and/or explore attitudes and
emotions passed down from generation to the next.
King Rex and King Zulu of Mardi Gras are examples of performance genealogies,
as these roles most poignantly demonstrate repetitive behaviors that erupt into
stereotypical conventions of race and cultural memories with each of the king’s roles
selectively remembering and forgetting the cultural memory the performances seek to
restore. They compete against one another for a public telling of their narratives. Mardi
Gras purposely performs race and culture as a way to define identities and maintain
collective memories in public spaces. Thus, counting Mardi Gras as a major aesthetical
influence, one sees Faulkner dressing up his characters, both white and black, as
participants of a masquerade, which changes the reader’s experience with Absalom,
Absalom! as the masks, or the descriptions, are understood to be extended metaphors that
parallel the South’s condition. Therefore, the novel can be read not only as something
symptomatic of the Southern culture, but as a critique so that readers can come to
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recognize how members of class, race, and gender have been socially conditioned, and, in
turn, they understand the traumatizing past.
Such constructs of performances of power are akin to Michel Foucault’s
genealogies of performance, as these performances of power can be said to represent a
genealogy of history. Foucault claims that history cannot be traced linearly because
speech acts have invaded history. But the roots of history can be discovered in isolation
where the body’s relationship to history is exposed. Genealogy does not examine the
event, but the power relationships. He explains genealogy:
to follow the complex course of descent is to maintain passing events in
their proper dispersion; it is to identify the accidents, the minute deviations
– or conversely, the complete reversals – the errors, the false appraisals,
and the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to
exist and have value for us; it is to discover that truth or being do not lie at
the root of what we know and what we are […]. (146)
In other words, Foucault believes that a genealogical study will expose how history has
imprinted the body and shape a sense of identity that is not based in truth after all, despite
the narrative history has told. History’s genealogy can be uncovered because the
domination of one race over another, according to Foucault, “establishes marks of power
and engraves memories on things and even within bodies” (149). Faulkner’s works,
particularly Absalom, Absalom, illustrates the marks of power that engrave themselves
into bodies and the memories. Quentin’s haunted body and his retelling and adding to
Rosa’s memories give us a genealogical study as a way to identify the South’s errors,
false appraisals, and faulty calculations.
Faulkner’s southern carnivalesque novel plays with that performance of history
and memory, as the novel performs where memory and performance converge at a
moment of crisis within history or within current social practices or both. The moment of
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crises is actually taking place in Faulkner’s era when violence and lynching are the
political forms of social control and domination, as the New South struggles to maintain
the Old South’s hegemony. Faulkner returns to genealogical root of his era’s crises,
which root lies in the plantation site. Faulkner gives readers Thomas Sutpen, a poor white
who secured wealth by advancing through the ranks of the plantation system in Haiti. He
eventually becomes a plantation owner in Southern U.S., and in so doing, he becomes a
character that embodies and performs much of the South’s history, and his performance
subverts the myth that the planter class came from a long line of aristocrats that harkens
back to Europe.
Joseph Roach examines the cultural relationship between memory and
performance in his book Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance. He asserts
that performances of culture, such as Mardi Gras parades, work from a collective
memory that imaginatively selects what is to be remembered and forgotten. Mardi Gras,
Joseph Roach asserts, is a “complex hierarchy of ritualized memory” (10). Mardi Gras
stages cultural memories that represent the complex hierarchy of American Culture in the
South, including the symbolic freedom marches that counter white narratives of history.
Roach claims that performances of culture, such as Mardi Gras parades, work from a
collective memory that imaginatively selects what is to be remembered and forgotten.
Collective memory is a simulated “truth” that is structured around written records,
public monuments, and oral narratives and performances (Roach 27). These historical
records speak to the imagination in such a way that memory is restored through
remembering and reinventing the social memory. Substitutes fill the gaps the selective
process leaves. The selection from a set of substitutions is what Roach calls the
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surrogation process. The surrogation process is a public telling that reproduces and “recreates” culture through the transmission of memory to the masses (Roach 2). Faulkner
comments on the memory process via Rosa when she says:
That is the substance of remembering – sense, sigh, smell: the muscle with
which we see and hear and feel – not mind, not thought: the brain recalls
just what the muscles grope for: no more, no less: and its resultant sum is
usually incorrect and false and worthy only of the name of dream. (115)
Rosa’s comment is about individual memory. However, it applies to the collective
memory as well if the muscles’ groping for some past nostalgic feeling can be compared
to the community’s need to grope for a memory. Further, the sum of this memory is
incorrect because the surrogation process leaves left over pieces that do not fit; hence,
Quentin’s need to repetitively revise the narrative until he finds the “right fit.”
Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! represents and performs cultural surrogations, as
his narrators select memories that un-forget what the “authorized” first hand version of
Rosa’s narrative selectively forgets much like the Mardi Gras performances of
marginalized people inserting their experience into the “official narrative” performance
that leaves out implicating details. As history is recounted in the narrative, the narrators
Rosa, Quentin, Shreve, and Mr. Compson select what is told and what is forgotten. Thus,
each narrator provides the omitted details of the other narratives with his or her own
selective memory, which creates a telling and a retelling effect.
The structure of Absalom, Absalom! uses the surrogation process as a form that
borrows from both cultural performances and carnival. First, Rosa illustrates Roach’s
point that “memory circulates and migrates like gossip from location to location as well
as from generation to generation, growing or attenuating as it passes through the hands of
those who posses it and those whom it possess” (35). Upon her telling the story, Quentin
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feels possessed by it to the point that it divides him, makes him feel as if there were
actually two of him. Quentin, as a way to reconcile himself to the South, takes the story
to Harvard and revises it with Shreve’s help; thus the story is passed down two
generations and migrates North to be added upon and filled in. As Quentin and Shreve
select the details for Sutpen’s narrative, they indeed bridge the gap between collective
memory and history with alternate possibilities as a way to find a satisfactory fit that will
best explain Sutpen’s downfall and Bon’s murder. They decide that miscegenation is the
only explanation, and they revise Rosa’s tale to include the details of Sutpen disowning a
black son who may be seeking revenge or acceptance. The alternative possibilities
subvert or carnivalize the tale, but the use of cultural indices that informs the
performance makes the tale a recreation of culture, a performance to view.
Quentin uses cultural indices that he is well aware of as a key to help him
discover what is not being said in Rosa’s narrative. Here, Quentin’s surrogation process
is akin to a counter narrative that does not allow a forgetting, just as King Zulu’s
narrative does not allow a forgetting. As Shreve and Quentin question events and revise
their narratives, they are actually filling in the gaps of Rosa’s narrative. Thus, there is a
dialogical relationship between Rosa’s narrative and Quentin’s. On one side, Rosa’s tale
is a process of selection – she selects how the memory constructs hegemonic identities
that define themselves against what they are not. On the other side, Quentin discovers the
discontinuities within Rosa’s narrative, and he seeks to counter Rosa’s memory with
what she forgets. While Rosa’s selecting and forgetting illustrates what Roach calls “an
opportunistic tactic of whiteness,” Quentin seeks those moments that deliver
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consequences to certain actions – actions, such as miscegenation, that polite society
would rather not recognize (6).
Once the stage is set with racial images that govern and haunt the performance,
Faulkner introduces the elements of the carnivalesque that culminate in a spectacular
carnivalesque Mardi Gras performance that include characters in masquerade parading
between King Rex and King Zulu. Faulkner casts Sutpen and his descendents as his
surrogates in the role of King Rex and Charles Bon and Bon’s descendents as King Zulu.
As the narratives set around a plantation site unwind a performance of selective memory
and unforgetting, elements of the carnivalesque distort the white elitist’s Mardi
Grasesque performance of memory in order to accentuate stereotypes and invoke a
subversive laughter at the recognizable hyper-awareness of race differences.
Because carnivalesque is a literary method that subverts the ideology and errors of
the dominant class, it can be found in a novel’s plot, according to Bakhtin; thus, it is
important to note first that the plot of Absalom, Absalom! is a parody of the plantation
novel that was so popular during the time of the novel’s publication. Both Gone with the
Wind and Absalom, Absalom! were published the same year. However, as Gone with the
Wind is the epitome of the romanticized plantation novel at its best, Absalom, Absalom is
the parody of the romanticized plantation novel. While Mitchell’s Rhett and Scarlett are
able to survive, find romance, and rebuild a plantation-like empire, Faulkner’s Sutpen
leaves a generation in loneliness and ruins on a land that is cursed, land that will “turn
and destroy us all someday, whether our name happens to be Sutpen or Coldfield or not”
(“Absalom,” 7). Mitchell’s novel allows love to bloom on the plantation between Ashley
and Melanie, Rhett and Scarlett. Faulkner’s novel is sterile, in that love is not allowed to
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flourish, but is swallowed in the violence of incest and murder. John T. Matthew states,
“Faulkner’s plantation fiction unflinchingly confronts what it means for the South to have
been misbegotten in slavery” (“Seeing,” ch. 4). Mitchell’s novel depicts the slaves,
particularly Mammy, as loyal and loving. Faulkner grotesquely illustrates the slaves as
exotic, erotic, taboo “other” who both create and destroy the plantation’s potency.
Mitchell’s novel reads like a romantic American Dream while Faulkner’s reads like a
haunting nightmare. While Gone with the Wind reproduces images of a surviving south
where whites regain their territory, Absalom, Absalom revises those images in that the
survivors who will regenerate the South are blacks inserting themselves into a trajectory
of change.2 Thus, unlike Mitchell’s work, Faulkner’s novel is in a position to critique and
criticize the South through its grotesque realism.
Rosa, representing the town’s genealogist, transforms the plantation origin that
typifies the early colonial experience into a spectacle that invokes fear. As Rosa knows
who is who, she displays the snobbery that pays attention to the distinctions between
those rooted in money and those who have been freshly planted. She describes Sutpen’s
first appearance in Jefferson:
Because he was too young. He was just twenty-five and a man of twentyfive does not voluntarily undertake the hardship and privation of clearing
virgin land and establishing a plantation in a new country just for money;
not a young man without any past that he apparently cared to discuss, in
Mississippi in 1833 […] he was not younger son sent out from some old
quiet country like Virginia or Carolina with the surplus negroes to take up
new land, because anyone could look at those negroes of his and tell that
they may have come (and probably did) from a much older country than
Virginia or Carolina but it wasn’t a quiet one. (11)

2

For more information about Gone with the Wind and its cultural reproduction of the South, see
Scott Romine’s The Real South: Southern Narrative in the Age of Cultural Reproduction, Chapter One.
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The spectacle is this wild man comes to town on a horse with two guns and a band of
foreign hostages grotesquely described as “wild beast” having origins that signify the
International Slave Trade: “anyone could look at those negroes of his and tell that they
may have come (and probably did) from a much older country than Virginia or Carolina
but it wasn’t a quiet one.” The terror relates to threat of a subversion of power, as Sutpen
is obviously not from southern aristocrats, and his slaves from the Caribbean where slave
insurrection already freed blacks were an obvious threat to the Southern way of living.
Sutpen not only speaks to the anxiety that the South’s proximity to Haiti has historically
caused, but he also illustrates that southern planters were not born aristocratic European
who have long been associated with the romanticized version of the plantation myth.
Instead, as Sutpen illustrates, these planters were likely self-made men who exploited
resources for their own gain. In this way, he subverts the myth of the plantation even as
he calls to mind the nation’s historical fear of Haiti because of its slave insurrection in
1791 that resulted in a successful national revolution.
Cultural fear creates a spectacle, which is illustrated when Sutpen’s slave’s
origins hint at Caribbean “otherness” that the nation feared. Maritza Stanchich discusses
Absalom, Absalom! as a cultural mythmaking, as the novel is a telling that represents and
omits details, reflecting the United States’ imperialism. She claims the construction of
race supremacy and inferiority roots out an ancestry of ideology. The Caribbean is
characterized as a source and link to “otherness” that serves Sutpen’s design and
Faulkner’s purpose of linking the curse of the south (slavery) to the first country that
emancipated slaves. Rosa’s fear and suspicion of Sutpen arriving from Haiti reflects the
national fear of the South’s proximity to the French West Indies. According to James
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Cobb, the south’s proximity to the Caribbean made it “suspect spot in the line of national
defense,” and the south’s slave culture being viewed as an extension of the Caribbean
only fueled those anxieties (14-15). The anxieties encompass the national fear that the
South was a backdoor for “the depraved colonial world” to come through and invade the
United States (Cobb 15).
National fears extended beyond border invasion and slave insurrection, however,
as the Caribbean culture could taint American slave culture with African cultural and
religious rites. Haitian slaves provide access to African cultural rites of voodoo. When
Sutpen’s plantation flourishes to the point that he gets “more per bale for his cotton than
honest men could,” some believe “the wild niggers which [Sutpen] had brought there had
the power to actually conjure more cotton per acre from the soil than any tames ones had
ever done” (57). Rosa presents conjuring as the cause for the townspeople to fear him, as
she says directly after the allusion to Voodoo “He was not liked […] but feared” (57). It
seems the connection to Voodoo and Haiti gives Sutpen supernatural powers that allow
him to flourish.
Such a connection between Haiti and Sutpern’s power is a direct inference to
planter exploitation of “other,” both country and inhabitants. The allusion to conjuring
implies an omen for the town of Jefferson and, by extension, the South in that Sutpen’s
gain was accomplished not only by hook and crook but an unnatural power that elevated
him above his natural social station.
Rosa’s fear of the man who comes to town to build a plantation is the driving
force that creates the spectacle. The romanticized and historicized plantation as a site of
memory performance is not far removed from a spectacle, as the plantation automatically
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mediates a relationship between society and society’s collection of images that society
consumes. Faulkner capitalizes on relationship of images in association with the
plantation as a way to create a performance that recreate class and racial tensions. Sutpen
interacts with others on the plantation in ways that become a spectacle:
they hunted, and at night played cards and drank, and on occasion he
doubtless pitted his negroes against one another and perhaps even at this
time participated now and then himself – that spectacle which, according
to Miss Coldfield, his son was unable to bear the sight of while his
daughter looked on unmoved. (30)
The scene illustrates how black bodies can be capitalized on, not only for purposes of
labor but for entertainment as well. Quentin, knowing the value of the black body, does
not doubt that Sutpen pitted one black man against another for the purpose of supplying
the town’s men with an entertainment that allowed them to project their fantasies of
violence onto black bodies. However, Sutpen, not coming from the same refinement of
the town’s men, participates in the wrestle, which gives the image of black struggling
against and grappling with the oppressive white who flexes and demonstrates his strength
for the show of superiority. The scene represents two worlds coming together and one
must fall into the other’s world. His son, Henry, cannot watch the test of strength and he
rejects the sight as one would reject the grotesque. However, Judith watches unmoved,
impermeable to the grotesque. The dynamics within this scene foreshadows the events in
the novel. Henry will not be able to withstand Bon’s black contact with his sister, while
Judith will bring “the other” into her world and care for Bon’s black son, loving him
almost as a surrogate for Bon. But the grandson, Bond, will emerge from the oppressive
clutch as the one black body left standing from this match of strength. Moreover,
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Faulkner uses the term “spectacle” to draw attention to the fact the Sutpen plantation is a
stage for spectacle.
Faulkner critiques the plantation’s mechanisms of exploitation and politics of race
with the establishing of Sutpen’s Hundred. The birth of Sutpen’s plantation presages
horror, even as a spectacle:
Out of quiet thunderclap he would abrupt (man-horse-demon) upon a
scene peaceful and decorous as a school prize water color, faint sulphurreek still in hair clothes and beard, with grouped behind him his band of
wild niggers like beasts half tamed to walk upright like men, in attitudes
wild and reposed […] carrying in bloodless paradox the shovels and picks
and axes of peaceful conquest […] the hundred square miles of tranquil
and astonished earth and drag house and formal garden violently out of
soundless Nothing. (4)
Sutpen is the demon violently giving birth to “fatality and curse on the South,” as he rips
this plantation into existence (14). This birthing image illustrates “Carnival’s hell
represents the earth which swallows up and gives birth; it is often transformed into a
cornucopia, the monster, death, becomes pregnant” (91, Bakhtin). The carnivalesque
image is the demon giving birth to the plantation, which causes the soil of the South to
become pregnant with death and curses. Sutpen, a hyper-real simulation of a typical
plantation owner (slave owner, slave seducer, harsh and crude in his business), parodies
the typical plantation owner in that he is equated with demon. Sutpen’s creation of the
plantation performs the historical genealogy of how plantations came into existence.
Ironically, “just for money” is exactly why the plantations were established with slave
labor. Quentin watching the plantation from its creation gives Faulkner an opportunity to
criticize the plantation, as he replaces the “official” truth that post Reconstruction politics
established with the “unofficial truth” that previous racial politics have selectively
forgotten regarding the violence of its own origins.
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However, if one is shocked at the blatant use of grotesque racial descriptions such
as “wild niggers like beast,” one can be congratulated for the sensitive social
consciousness. Nevertheless, one needs to be cognizant of Faulkner’s historical
awareness that he is parodying in his representation of race. Matthews states, “Literature
worthy of the name for Faulkner must be writing that measures the ideological stakes of
insight and blindness” (265). Such racist passages parody those ideological blind-spots
that support and perpetuate racism.
Further, these ideological blind spots are what southern carnivalesque
genealogical performances are meant to find and explore. The novel begins with
establishing the foundation for the performance as it begins with the monstrous identity
of Sutpen. True to grotesque form, Sutpen is terrifying on one hand as a demon or an
ogre, but on the other hand, he is a buffoon who can only parody the social class that he
aspires to obtain. Thus, Sutpen’s underbred qualities qualify him for carnival’s King of
Fools in that he is a “king” representing the common people, subverting the high office of
the plantation master’s authority. The first essential component of the carnivalesque is a
charged sense within the individual that one represents the common people. Sutpen, born
to a sharecropper, is the common people’s representative, as he goes to Haiti and rises
from the ranks in order to subvert the power that he resented. Sutpen realizes the
imbalance of power in association with class when he cannot enter the home of his
father’s boss from the front entrance, but he is told he must go around back. Sutpen’s
pride is wounded when he realizes his place in the social stratification, which makes him
want retribution, revenge. Sutpen’s father tells him the secret in defeating the rich: “So to
combat them you have got to have what they have that made them do what he did. You
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got to have land and niggers and a fine house to combat them with. You see?” (192).
Upon obtaining the land, the slaves, and the big house, Sutpen sees himself as owning it
for his family, which are people representative of his class: “he himself seeing his own
father and sisters and brothers as the owner” (190). Furthermore, he is described as an
everyman: “[Sutpen] was just telling a story about something a man named Thomas
Sutpen had experienced, which would still have been the same story if the man had had
no name at all, if it had been told about any man or no man over whiskey at night” (199).
Like King Rex who chooses his queen from the elite debutants, Sutpen must also
choose his “queen” from the community’s up and rising. Sutpen needed and wanted “the
stainless wife and the unimpeachable father-in-law, on the license, the patent (of his
creation of his identity as aristocratic planter). Just as King Rex’s much younger queen
promotes his manly image and camouflages his waning age, Sutpen needs a graceful and
virtuous woman who will build his image in the community and act as a shield against his
lack of having a known heritage. Ellen, the daughter of the town’s merchant, was an
alliance that gave Sutpen an allegiance to a good name while he supplied the wealth that
good and old name lacked.
Moreover, King Rex is the King of Carnival, which is the highest honor of Mardi
Gras, and Sutpen, holds the highest honor in the structure of novels in that he is the
central figure within the novel. Like King Rex who allows the new rich into its krewe,
Sutpen both upsets and performs hegemonic roles, as he emerges from the
underprivileged socio-economic class through the creation of his own plantation.
Sutpen, in the true carnival spirit, turns over King Rex’s rise to power; yet, in the
spirit of Mardi Gras he parallels King Rex’s social relationship to the other elite krewes.
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Role reversal is part of carnivalesque, and such is found in Sutpen’s character. Unlike
Rex, who was formed from the elite to impress European royalty, Sutpen rises from the
underclass. The rise from the lower class to the upper violates the hegemony that seeks
to lock persons into their “proper” social rank. However, because the American Dream is
built on capitalistic opportunities, and because the plantation forms the ideal capitalistic
situation with free slave labor, Sutpen finds his way to creating his own dynasty that will
allow him entrance into the upper class from absolutely nothing but brawn and nerve (
34). Yet, his status as the nouveaux rich causes the old money families to look down
upon him with great disdain despite his becoming the largest cotton planter in the county
just as the other krewes look down on King Rex despite his holding the greatest honor of
Mardi Gras. Sutpen’s elevation subverts the closely guarded Southern aristocracy in that
he has from the bottom rungs of society reached the top by some supernatural power, and
much like the participants of Carnival, he parodies the behavior of the rich and powerful
with his affected swagger.
Rosa points out Sutpen’s violations of upper class behavior in that young men
from money do not volunteer themselves to the undertaking of hard work and sacrifice
just for money. They have money; they do not have to endure hardships for the purpose
of making more. However, one who lacks a past, a heritage, must undertake such
hardships in order to make money.
…a man who rode into town out of nowhere with a horse and two pistols
and a herd of wild beast that he hunted down singlehanded because he was
stronger in fear than even they were in whatever heathen place he had fled
from, and that French architect who looked like he had been hunted down
and caught in turn by the negroes – a man who fled here and hid,
concealed himself behind respectability, behind that hundred miles of land
which he took from a tribe of ignorant Indians, nobody knows how, and a
house the size of a courthouse where he lived for three years without a
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window or door or bedstead in it and still called it Sutpen’s Hundred as if
it had been a King’s grant in unbroken perpetuity from his great
grandfather – a home, position… (10).
The passage captures Sutpen in the act of trying to create the illusion of the first degree
southern family with the plantation being described as “big as a courthouse” and the title
of it as a “King’s grant” that has been in the family since “his great grandfather.” In a
society where family heritage is paid so much homage, this illusion is important if Sutpen
is going to recreate himself, fashion himself into the higher class.
However, the townspeople realize the parody, as they observe: “He was just
twenty-five and a man of twenty-five does not voluntarily undertake the hardship and
privation of clearing virgin land and establishing a plantation in a new country just for
money; not a young man without any past that he apparently cared to discuss in
Mississippi in 1833” (11). So there is some anxiety about his passing “from whatever
heathen land” and hiding the fact there is a “nigger in the woodpile” (56).
Furthermore, Sutpen’s mannerisms are not quite right, as they are mimicked in his
attempt to play the role of the rich man. As Sutpen mimics the upper class, he does so
with some awkwardness that betrays that he is only playing a role. His performance is
not like Mardi Gras’ dignified showing of white elitism. As he affects the swagger of the
elite class, the parody of white elitism makes Sutpen much like the medieval European
King of Fools or King of Misrule. The King of Misrule ceremonies mocked, with great
pleasure, the performances of the church’s high-ranking officials. The mimicry laced the
sacred with the profane, which was part of the carnival celebration. Sutpen’s mimicry
draws attention to the disparity of classes that makes it seem he has profaned the upper
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classes forms of entertainment. His attempt to give the illusion of class is described as a
spectacle:
he saluted them with that florid, swaggering gesture to the hat (yes, he was
underbred. It showed like this always, […] in all his formal contacts with
people. He was like John L. Sullivan having taught himself painfully and
tediously to do the schottische, having drilled himself and drilled himself
in secret until he now believed it no longer necessary to count the music’s
beat, say. He may have believed that your grandfather or Judge Benbow
might have done it a little more effortlessly than he, but he would not have
believed that anyone could have beat him in knowing when to do it and
how … (34-35).
Sutpen has practiced the mannerisms of the rich, but he is still awkward at the execution
of them because they are not a natural part of who he is. He is like the pauper trying to
play the part of the king – painfully, obviously, and comically underbred.
However, the agent that drives Sutpen to his need for retribution is his sense of
racial superiority that overrides his class awareness. On business, the young, poor Sutpen
attempts to deliver a message to the boss in the big house, at which time, he is told to go
around back, which was an ultimate insult as it equated the young, white boy to black,
slave house-servants who were always enjoined to use the back entrance of the white
home. If slaves are black, then whites must be privileged, Sutpen assumes, which is why
he is shocked that he cannot enter the white man’s big house, even on business, but is
asked to go around to the backdoor. His sense of superiority is abashed: “And now he
stood there before that white door with the monkey nigger barring it and looking down at
him in his patched made-over jeans clothes and no shoes” (188). The “White door” is
symbolic of Sutpen being barred from his own whiteness, and the irony of it is that a
black body guards the door to whiteness, which demonstrates how blackness defines
whiteness through negatives of what whiteness is not. The difference is also pointed to
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when Sutpen, as an identity defense, uses the derision “monkey nigger” to emphasize his
own supposition of racial hierarchy as a defensive against being “othered” by the “other.”
Sutpen, appalled, runs away while the slave stands at the door laughing at him.
Here is where laughter works between Anderson’s dark laughter and black laughter.
Anderson uses the laughter of black characters to heighten white sensibilities regarding
their sterility that industrialization causes, but in Faulkner’s work the laughter heightens
class awareness. The laughter marks a discrepancy between white and white, white and
black, master and slave, and it heightens the awareness with Sutpen’s shame of being
thrust in the same category as slave-servant. When as he is asked to use the back door, he
sees the symbol of discrepancy between rich and poor being the same symbol of
discrepancy between black and white, emphasizing what the young Sutpen has already
noticed when he observed “men in fine clothes, with a different look in the face from
mountain men about the taverns” (183). Through this recognition, he is described
learning “the difference between not only white men and black ones, but he was learning
that there was a difference between white men and white men” (183). This recognition
causes Supten to contemplate the meaning. The best he can understand is that it is the
luck of birth, at which understanding “he could not have conceived of the owner taking
such crass advantage of the luck which gave the rifle to him rather than to another” (185).
The rifle is a metaphor for power, and Sutpen realizes that unfair dominion is being
exercised over blacks and poor whites.
He also ponders the meaning of socio-economic class when he watches from the
bushes the plantation owner for whom his father works:
the man who owned all the land and the niggers and apparently the white men
who superintended the work, lived in the biggest house he had ever seen and
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spent most of the afternoon […] in a barrel stave hammock between two trees,
with his shoes off and a nigger who wore everyday better clothes than he or his
father and sisters had ever owned and ever expected to, who did nothing else but
fan him and bring him drinks (184).
This curiosity grows within Sutpen until one day he is asked to deliver a message to the
big house. He is excited to learn more about the rich white man: “…at last he was going
to see the inside of it, see what else a man was bound to own who could have a special
nigger to hand him his liquor and pull off his shoes that he didn’t even need to wear…”
(185). To the young Sutpen, the plantation, the owner, and the well-dressed slave make
up a spectacle for his entertainment and wonderment.
The enigma of social class fully dawns on Sutpen or at least comes through in his
imagined memory Shreve and Quentin reconstruct. Carl E. Rollyson, Jr. states that
“Sutpen cannot even identify with some parts of his own past” and “perhaps this is why
Sutpen fails to see the similarity between his childhood memory of the man in the
hammock being served by the Negro and the service of his own Wash Jones” (84). He
may not allow Jones full entry into his own plantation house, and Jones is certainly told
to come only to the back, but would this not be more of the “appreciating the upper and
lower levels” of the socioeconomic class? Was it not the entire purpose for Sutpen’s to
own a plantation so that he, a poor white, has access and entry into that forbidden world
where he too can play master? But Shreve and Quentin gives the reader passage that
seems to exhibit that Sutpen’s awareness of both the present and the past, and that he is
capable of recognizing a similarity between himself and that man in the hammock:
…before he knew it, something in him had escaped and – he unable to
close the eyes of it – was looking out from within the balloon face just as
the man who did not even have to wear shoes he owned, whom the
laughter which the balloon held barricaded and protected from such as he,
looked out from whatever invisible place he (the man) happened to be at
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the moment, at the boy outside the barred door in his patched garments
[…] the rich man (not the nigger) must have been seeing them all the time
– as cattle, creatures heavy without grace, brutally evacuated into a world
without hope or purpose for them, who would in turn spawn with brutish
and vicious prolixity. (190)
The fact that Sutpen is concurrently looking out of the same balloon face as the rich man
shows that Sutpen recognizes that he has become that man’s equal in status, and in so
doing, they share the same attitude toward the poor. To his horror, he realizes that he was
once viewed as cattle, as creatures without hope, which explains the exploited labor use
the rich perpetuate. The reader can assume that Sutpen and the rich man share this same
view, as they both are looking out from the same balloon face. The only difference is that
Sutpen still carries with him the memory of what he has been, and he can never escape
that feeling of mockery. Hence, Sutpen’s masquerading as a rich man places the “poor
white trash” in the realm of the rich. His transformation into to a plantation owner turns
the world upside down enough that he has to become a balloon to rise above the scene in
order to see that he was never thought of as nothing more than a labor resource like cattle
when he was poor, which exposes a shameful condition in society.
Hence, the balloon-faced Sutpen embodies that appreciation for the upper and
lower class, as he simultaneously represents both, making his performance carnivalesque.
Carnivalesque calls for an “appreciation of the discrepancies between the upper and
lower orders of society” (Matthews, “Autograph,” 252). In the Old South, this
upper/lower dichotomy awareness manifests in a matrix of intersecting binaries:
master/slave, rich/poor, white/black, family appellation/obscure appellation, community
member/outsider. Faulkner scrutinizes these discrepancies through Sutpen who
recognizes how to subvert the hierarchy by beating them with a plantation of his own, a
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design that sends him to Haiti as a means to an end. Thus, he embodies the “lesser”
portion of these dichotomies even as he subverts the ruling class. Moreover, Rosa has
given us the appreciation in how these discrepancies are discerned through Sutpen’s
mimicked performance of them, as she reminds the reader that Sutpen is only a parody of
the rich, for he has no family history. She says, “Just as anyone could have looked at him
once and known that he would be lying about who and where and why he came from by
the very fact that apparently he had to refuse to say it all…” (11). Rosa’s words illustrate
that Sutpen, like King Rex, is the commoner trying to play the part of the king.
However, Sutpen’s role as King Rex is embellished by Charles Bon and his
descendants, as they provide the same subversion and forms of laughter as King Zulu.
Charles Bon is from New Orleans, the city that is famous for Mardi Gras, a carnival
designed to mask the distinctions between classes, and in Bon’s case, even races, as Bon
passes for a rich white man, as he is dressed in silks. Bon means to subvert the Sutpen
dynasty through incest and miscegenation much like King Zulu subverts King Rex’s
pomposity through parodying the ideology of royalty and ideology that renders the black
presence as threatening. Bon is the only main character allowed to reproduce surviving
heirs, as Sutpen’s white heirs die without reproducing. Bon’s lineage lives through the
character Jim Bond, while Sutpen’s plantation heirs are left as sterile and barren as the
post-bellum plantation in ruins. The message associated with this reproduction is
Shreve’s epiphany:
…in time the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the western hemisphere. Of course
it won’t quite be in our time and of course as they spread toward the poles they
will bleach out again like rabbits and birds do, so they won’t show up so sharp
against the snow. But it will still be Jim Bond; so in a few thousand years, I who
regard you will also have sprung from the loins of African kings. (302)
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For Faulkner, the convergence of the white and black race represents the unity he most
desires in a post war modern world.
Therefore, the story of Charles Bon’s tragic life becomes the spectacle that
presents masked challenges to official truths. Bon is the embodiment of Sutpen’s living
curse that descends upon Sutpen’s dynasty. Before the alleged engagement between
Judith Sutpen and Charles Bon is severed, Bon is superimposed with the Civil War via
Rosa’s translation of Bon’s meaning within Sutpen’s life:
Because the time now approached (it was 1860, even Mr. Coldfield
probably admitted that war was unavoidable) when the destiny of Sutpen’s
family which for twenty years now had been like a lake welling from quiet
springs into a quiet valley and spreading, rising almost imperceptibly and
in which the four members of it floated in sunny suspension, felt the first
subterranean movement toward the outlet, the gorge which would be the
land’s catastrophe too, and the four peaceful swimmers turning suddenly
to face one another, not yet with alarm or distrust but just alert […] So
Miss Rosa did not see any of the, who had never seen (and was never to
see alive) Charles Bon at all.” (58)
In this passage, Bon is foreshadowed as a catastrophe who has encroached upon Sutpen’s
cursed land. Furthermore, the passage links Bon with the devastation of the war, as both
war and Bon will prove to be destructive to Sutpen’s dynasty and both will haunt
generations throughout time, which haunting becomes apparent through Rosa and
Quentin. Bon’s embodiment of a curse is part of the grotesque concept of the body
within the carnivalesque, according to Bakhtin (27). Therefore, through Bon’s story,
Faulkner flushes out the haunting effects of the South’s dark past, and how that past
affects racial solidarity.
Furthermore, the novel’s performance parodies the slave trade and racial attitudes
that endorse slavery and racial fears. Sutpen, with his pistols, seems to have ripped the
blacks from their homeland and brought them to his land as captured prisoners whom he
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forces to work (11). This mimics the violent capture of Africans who were brought to the
American plantations and forced into slavery. The exploitation is described: “Sutpen
would take stand beside a game trail with pistols and send the negroes in to drive the
swamp like a pack of hounds; […] the negroes did not even have (or did not use) blankets
to sleep in, even before the coon-hunter Akers claimed to have walked one of them out of
the mud like a sleeping alligator” (27). The cruelty and the animal imagery mark the
historic treatment and attitude toward those whom plantation owners defined as slaves. It
shows that these humans were treated like animals in that their comfort and warmth were
not considered, as they were forced to sleep in the open like dogs or primitive beings.
Equating the black men to a “pack of hounds” reflects the cultural conceptions of
Africans, and presenting it as a spectacle makes the reflection grotesque.
Further, Faulkner illustrates the economic support slaves provide to white
masters through a grotesque representation of physical strength that is almost reminiscent
of death taking hostage of the master:
a huge bull of a nigger, the first black man, slave, they had ever seen, who
emerged with the old man over his shoulders like a sack of meal and his –
the nigger’s – mouth loud with laughing and full of teeth like tombstones,
swam up and vanished. (182)
“The teeth like tombstones” associate this black man with the grave. The fact that he
vanishes, associate him with the ghostly image that Faulkner repeats throughout the
novel. The grave and the ghost images align to serve the overall image of doom and
haunting curses that Faulkner equates to slavery and strained racial relations. This image
also points to Shreve’s epiphany, which will be discussed later. Furthermore, Faulkner
makes the clear distinction between master and slave through clearly qualifying the “his”
with “—the niggers—” so that the discrepancy between the master and slave is clearly
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defined. Moreover, Faulkner first defines the slave as a “black man” then qualifies the
man as a “slave” as a way to emphasize the fact the slave is a man in bondage, not a beast
or subhuman, but a man. This black man is carrying the white man, supporting him,
driving or leading him is an image that will repeat itself in various forms to reverse power
relations. The reversal of power relations is very much a part of southern carnivalesque,
as it uses black laughter to demarcate the division between master and slave, even as the
passage points to the death of the master as the slave is identified with the grave. The
power reversal also points to exploitation that will lead to the white race’s death, which
according to Shreve’s epiphany, seems to be the underlying theme of the novel.
The exploitation of slaves is also observed as the young Sutpen moves from the
mountains to the flatlands so that his father can oversee a plantation: “[…] the country
flattened out now with good roads and fields and niggers working in the fields while
white men sat fine horses and watched them, and more fine horses and men in fine
clothing”(182). The description, with the use of the word “nigger,” is meant to illustrate
the discrepancy between slave/master. Furthermore, the scene is somewhat of a curiosity
for the young Sutpen, as it is made exotic with the first experience of seeing black men
planting and raising “things that he had never heard of” (182). With these textual images,
Faulkner is historiographer, capturing images of the past and hurling them into the
present for interpretation and analysis.
However, the novel’s essence of Mardi Gras extends beyond its selective process
of telling and performing; the essence is felt through the sounds of blackness, particularly
laughter, that disrupt the narrative with versions of African-ness much like King Zulu’s
performances disrupt the “official” version of history that King Rex performs. Like King
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Zulu’s performance and accompanying laughter, the novel’s sounds of blackness that
adhere to the characters’ performances capture a cultural impression critiquing the South.
Quentin is trapped inside a racialized history that disseminates ingrained
memories that form the backdrop for his conception of the antebellum South erupting
into the Civil War and slave emancipation. As a result, Quentin’s cultural presuppositions
of racial hierarchy superimposes his interpretations of the past and perceptions of the
present. However, Quentin inserts sounds of blackness into his version of retelling the
narratives he learns from Rosa and his father. These sounds disrupt the cultural
performance of whiteness with counter-narratives that assert black experience and
memory. Laughter and sounds with the essence of derisive laughter that comes from
black bodies enduring the conditions and memory of slavery highlight how these counter
narratives turn on racial identities that power structures have formulated, which reverses
white discursiveness much like Carnival symbolically reverses the beholders of political
authority.
The laughter that signified miscegenation that is first heard in The Sound and
the Fury resounds through Absalom, Absalom! much like carnival laughter, but it
eventually turns into a dissonant howl that rings with an assertion of symbolic victory. In
other words, as discussed in chapter four, T.P.’s laughter that asserts miscegenation, the
laughter aimed at white fear of miscegenation, drifts into Absalom, Absalom! as an
indication of Quentin’s anxiety of T.P.’s laughter in relationship to Caddy. The laughter
plays up Quentin’s with miscegenation and his need to re-examine feminine sexuality in
relationship to southern culture and blackness. As a result, Quentin carefully selects
cultural memories for the performances within his constructed narrative, and black
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laughter resounds through Quentin’s narrative from various black characters he inserts
into the narrative. The laughter from these characters ultimately adheres to Bond’s howl,
forming an arrangement of sounds that signify black bodies asserting their discontent to a
white audience. Quentin must insert these sounds of blackness into his narratives as a
way to understand their significance in association with a changing South, black
Diaspora, and female sexuality.
The howl, as the most haunting sound in the novel, narrates both the black
experience and white fear of the black experience. Linked to slavery and all that is
implied with the name “Bond,” Shreve, through phenomenological implication, positions
the howl as the victorious sound of laughter. When the rupture of the sound is followed
by Shreve’s words that Bond is “the one nigger left” and the “Jim Bonds are going to
conqueror all of the Western Hemisphere,” the howling seems to ring with triumph (302).
Here, Shreve continues to expound on Bond’s method of conquering: the black blood that
will genetically lurk underneath the whiteness, as the Jim Bonds will “spread toward the
poles they will bleach out again like the rabbits and the birds do, so they wont show up so
sharp against the snow. But it will still be Jim Bond” (303). Shreve’s point is “that in a
few thousand years, [he] who regards [Quentin] will also have sprung from the loins of
African kings” (302). The victory is the erasure of difference. Shreve’s words positions
the howl as a sound of victory and creates the sense of the howling as something akin to
mocking laughter at white fear of black erasure, as Jim Bond is positioned to conquer the
Western Hemisphere.
However, this victory howl that is heard almost as a mocking laughter is a
performance of white cultural attitude in that it represents the erasure of difference, which
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is why the howl is so haunting to Quentin and the town of Jefferson. Urgo and Polk point
out that “the disappearance of that difference, that blackness, that defines whiteness as
good” is “precisely what white people fear” (196). As the howl becomes part of
Quentin’s sensory environment of a modernizing South, it indicates a form of cultural
trauma experience in the fear of erasure.
Yet, even though it is heard as a fear of erasure, southern carnivalesque treatment
of that howl sharpens the sound of it until it is double-edged much like black laughter. On
one side of the howl is the pain of enduring a slave condition and experience, even a
displacement or homelessness; while on the other side of the howl is a sound of glee that
marks an eventual victory, a reclaiming of the earth and body, as the Bonds will conquer
the Western Hemisphere. That sound of eventual victory shares the sounds of a mocking
laughter in that it points to the madness of racism. As stated in chapter four, though the
howl does not resound from one who carries a double consciousness as black humor
does, it does, however, resound with an uneasy burden that overshadows black American
experience in the same way that African American laughter points to the struggle with
white adversity. Thus, the howl works as an essence of a laughter that grapples with
issues of oppression and white fears, even as it presents a rhetorical composite that
creates a tension that underscores the racial oppression and Bond’s symbolic victory.
Moreover, the virtuality of Bond’s victory expressed as a howl gives rise to the
novel’s dynamic in that it forms the relation between the novel’s whole and the novel’s
parts.3 The howl, as a part of a scene, draws attention to and adheres to the destruction of

3

Gilles Deleuze uses “virtuality” to discuss the aspect of reality that is found more in the meaning
or sense of the real. Virtuality refers more to the surface effect that stems from the real, material, actual
cause – the surface effect that interacts with the causal. Bond’s victory has a virtuality in that the power
structures are not really destroyed or altered, but yet, there is an essence of his victory that resounds
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Sutpen’s plantation, and it becomes part of the whole thematic effect in that the howl
links with other instances where blacks have laughed in the face of whites as a
mechanism to resist or defy negative social identities pinned to blackness. One instance
of this laughter is when Sutpen is not allowed to enter the white door of his father’s boss’
home, he feels insulted and he hears the “roaring waves of mellow laughter meaningless
and terrifying and loud” (188). Just as the howl seems to erupt without reason, the
laughter here erupts without meaning. Only how can a meaningless laughter be
terrifying? Is Faulkner suggesting that the laugh was without cause or without meaning?
If it is without cause, then the laughter is somewhat seen as incongruent with the slave
condition of the one who laughs at the white boy. The laughter though has meaning
because it draws attention to the fact that Sutpen and his family share the same social
position as blacks in that they are not welcomed through the front door of which the
house slave is the guardian. The laughter is terrifying because it loudly rings with the
awareness that those negative social identities placed on blacks are also placed on poor
whites.
Wash also experiences the same laughter when he orders two black men out of the
road (which he calls his own because he perceives he has more of a right to it than they
because of the difference of skin color). The two black men laugh and ask one another
“(except it was not one another but him): ‘Who him, calling us nigger?”’(226). The
description of the laughter is reminiscent of Quentin’s experience with T.P. The more

through the howl as the plantation burns and Shreve positions Bond as conquering the world with his
blackness. Shreve’s words play on the biblical idea that the meek shall inherit the earth and the burning
plantation gives the apocalyptic sense of destruction of what Rosa positions as the wicked through her
descriptions of the demonic Sutpen and his ogre descendents. For a thorough discussion of Faulkner and
virtuality see Alan Bourassa’s Deleuze and American Literature: Affect and Virtuality in Faulkner,
Wharton, Ellison, and McCarthy.
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Quentin beats T.P. the harder he laughs. His laughter masks his anger if there is any just
as the men who laugh at Wash when he runs at them with a stick and they avoid him “just
enough, not mad at all, just laughing” (226). Wash walks away hearing the “mocking and
jeering echoes of nigger laughter” and thinks about the equality of men. Here the laughter
returns the word “nigger” back to Wash, resisting that identity as their own, and Wash
understands the derision to the point it jars the recognition of equality and his own
inequality to men like Sutpen who own their own land and plantation.
This laughter of blacks that resounds throughout the novel enhances the black
presence that Thadious Davis claims that dominates Absalom, Absalom! more than any
other of Faulkner’s novels. She argues, “Nowhere else is it so apparent that the Negro is
an abstract force confounding southern life both past and present even while,
paradoxically, stimulating much of life and art” (181). The sounds that come forth from
black encounters draw attention to a black presence critiquing social structures that
denies equality to beings living beneath the lower rungs of the Southern caste system.
The various instances of laughter will eventually culminate a howl as a final word spoken
by the representative “Negro” decrying the experience of slavery.
The howl, condensed in the marginalization of a black body, but expanded
beyond the formal structure of language, expresses an uncensored criticism as an abstract
expression from “the other.” The howl, illegible in linguistic form, eludes the censorship
to which structured words would fall prey, and it deftly resounds with the trauma of
oppression, even as it expresses the essence of resistance to that oppression while the
symbol of that oppression burns. Thus, the howl allows Bond (as “the other”) a
transposition of a system of signs that recasts his contemporary subjectivity within the
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historical conditions that he is howling against. As he howls against the conditions of
slavery making the townspeople hear his discontent as well as his mocking their inability
to catch him, his subjectivity binds equally to its oppression and that which resists it.
Bond’s howl is the last image Faulkner presents and it certainly resonates beyond
the text in that readers cannot forget the sound along with Quentin’s words “I do not hate
the South.” The howl, however, underscores Quentin’s need to retell, and, in his mind,
reperform the tale of Sutpen. Quentin needs to rehearse the story as a means to get at and
understand the genealogical roots of racism that underpins Southern ideology. Thus, the
trauma of Charles’ murder resonates throughout the novel, as Quentin tells it over and
over, much like a trauma victim having to process traumatizing violence. Quentin is
traumatized by his own culture and haunted by the howl aimed specifically at the whites
witnessing Sutpen’s plantation burn to the ground.
Once Bond’s howl is heard it becomes part of the story’s undertone and connects
itself to the repetitive story as a last word or a response to what has been told. The howl
as a response to Quentin’s previously constructed narratives is important because the
howl then becomes an insertion of black presence that asserts the power of survival.
Shreve points to the assertion of power when he says “the Jim Bonds are going to
conquer the western hemisphere […] so in a few thousand years, I who regard you will
also have sprung from the loins of African kings” (302). The assertion of power disrupts
the slave culture and inserts the presence of a free black body into white society creating
a future that promises erasure of difference.
Thus, due to the disruption of power structures, the howling becomes a southern
carnivalesque sound with the essence of laughter that signifies defiance of cultural
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boundaries and resistance to cultural oppression. Furthermore, as the howling transforms
into a laughter that is haunted with the consciousness of slavery and as it bonds to the
performance of race and culture as a sign of cultural resistance, it can be viewed as an
appropriation of black laughter that Mardi Gras’ King Zulu typifies. Hence, the novel’s
memory that selects and forgets as a way to perform the past and the novel’s spectacle
quality rendered by carnivalesque representations point to a Mardi Gras influence on
Absalom, Absalom!, as Faulkner carnivalizes Southern culture much the same way King
Zulu parody’s King Rex.
King Zulu’s laughter exemplifies how the discourse between power and its
subject frames the political symbolism of sound and how that frame can be used to mask
awareness of “unofficial truths” and internal resistances to those “official truths” of
culture. Bond’s howl and King Zulu’s laughter escape power’s censorship, even as these
sounds attract attention, because these sounds are perceived as representing a
performance of the power discourses that make blackness a standard joke. However, selfdeprecation is often used in the laughter of minorities as a way to deflect the subject’s
incongruity between aggression and deferment, and such acts accompanied by wordless
sounds convey much more than what the performance pretends.
Wordless sounds such as Bond’s howl and King Zulu’s laughter are somewhat
interchangeable in theory because the sounds connote the social and political predicament
of blacks, just as black laughter seeks to do. The sounds are ambiguous in their doubling
in that the power discourses that frame the sounds are both challenged and performed.
The wordless acts are ambiguous enough that they can be dismissed as nonsensical
sounds, but the ruptures of the sounds insert black assertions of the experience or
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memory of slavery. Thus, the sounds present one at a crossroads of interpretations, as the
sounds suggest acrid criticism of power structures even as those who make the sound are
acting within the pejorative images of blackness that power created. Thus, the sounds
masked in grotesque images of the body (as Bond’s “slack faced” insanity) parody (as
King Zulu’s performance) or carnivalize the circumstances from which the sound arises,
as the oppressed resists the “official truths” of the oppressor that created those
circumstances.
Artists have borrowed from the carnival to use laughter as a defense against
oppressive powers. Bakhtin uses “carnivalization” to describe how the spirit of carnival
sneaks into the mundane and by extension literature. Once carnival enters into literature,
it becomes “carnivalesque,” meaning it demonstrates a subversiveness while it presents
alternative possibilities to power’s constructions of reality. Bakhtin asserts that carnival
laughter “is not an individual reaction to some isolated ‘comic’ event,” but it is the
laughter of the people that is directed at everyone, even the carnival participants (11). It is
a sound of triumph and amusement as well as derision as it “asserts and denies …buries
and revives” (12). The laughter is part of a form that subverts power relations, turns it
over on its head, as the revered is mocked and derided on Carnival Day. The drama of
laughter, Bakhtin, asserts, reflects a contradictory world.
Bakhtin points to how authors use carnival laughter through the wide use of
carnival forms and images. The laughter sounds from beneath a complex mask hiding
social eruptions as a festive event. However, it does not have to be experienced as an
abstract sound, as the abstraction can bind to any form found within the novel. John T.
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Matthews asserts “The carnivalesque may be detected in textual images, plot, or language
itself” (149). According to Matthews’ article:
The essential components of the carnivalesque include: (1) a charged
sense in individual of themselves as ‘the people’ (2) the practice of parody
and reversal (3) an appreciation of the discrepancies between the upper
and lower orders of society, (4) masked challenges to official truth (5)
exaltation of the body through purposeful degradation (6) celebration of
physical renewal and reproduction, and (7) the fleeting materialization of
utopian possibilities such as luxury, leisure, freedom, and equality. (252)
Carnival elements focus on the power of the people, creating a dialogical exchange
between the authorized truths and the unauthorized truths. Laughter bonds to this
exchange as the common people parody the authorized truths with an understanding of
their unauthorized truths, and as Matthews asserts, “shakes what is established and shifts
thoughts to its overthrow” (253).
Thus, one can see how King Zulu fits into the definition of Carnivalesque in that
he represents the history of African and African American races via his performance of
memory. However, in performing that history, he performs the white constructions of that
history. As he performs white narratives of blackness, he reverses the role through use of
whiteface, as he paints his face white then black. His performance of white conjectures
about Africa and African-ness laugh at hierarchical structures. The laughter forms a
dialogical exchange as his double identity of whiteness and blackness ridicules white
images of blackness, thus, shaking “what is established and shifts thoughts to its
overthrow” (Matthews 253) However, King Zulu purposely degrades himself through
performing the stereotypes perhaps in hope that the ridiculous mythology of race
ideology can be dispelled once the travesty is exposed.
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However, the difference between carnival laughter and King Zulu’s laughter is the
latter is a performance of memory that carries a counter narrative to the official slave
culture; it represents the narrative of marginalized peoples who are steeped in the
memory of slavery. The laughter is an audible presence that disrupts the white upperclass performers who have traditionally sought to exclude “the other” from participating
in the public narration of official culture. It has the power to incite anger, as the riots that
have erupted during Zulu’s performances indicate. Carnival laughter comes more from a
spirit of revelry and transgression: it swells in behaviors that are otherwise denounced as
sin. Furthermore, European Carnival is where the common people become powerful and
the powerful people become common, and its laughter is political freedom granted for a
day to laugh at the church authority through representational degradation of that
authority. It provided the poor with an opportunity to assuage resentments so the anger
against authority figures does not explode in insurrection. However, both laughters call
attention to authority’s oppression and puts ideas of revolt and rebellion into the minds of
the viewers.
Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! performs white cultural memory and anxieties
within a space between Bakhtin’s Carnivalesque and Mardi Gras. Through laughter,
parody, and grotesque realism, Faulkner simulates a hyper- realistic South that seizes and
haunts its own inhabitants with memories of past atrocities. The novel presents the
plantation as a matrix of domination oppressing race, class, and gender, but puts forth the
consequences of such oppression that for white supremacists is no laughing matter. The
blending of the Carnivalesque and Mardi Gras within Absalom, Absalom! delivers a
performance of the Old South while offering an alternative vision of how a New South
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will eventually throw off the chains of cultural oppression to which the plantation system
held the keys. As carnivalesque offers a new birth from the old or dying forms, so does
Sutpen’s tale.
Using the plantation to stage the differences between the racial identities of black
and white positions the plantation as a signifier of how regimes of whiteness are
normalized and produced. The degradation of humanity and the discrepancies between
the upper and lower orders of society form the plantation’s mechanism of oppression.
Within the slave spaces, within the spaces of poverty among whites, the plantation
authorizes despair and oppression to suppress and repress potentials for a true democracy
where people can demonstrate their own ranges of strengths and talents to reach their
fullest potential. The plantation system keeps its power through an organized hegemony
that controls global politics and economics. The poor and the blacks are both in bondage
to the plantation space, as plantation ownership extended beyond property boundaries in
that the rich had full control of law, land, and money.
If Judith and Charles are brother and sister and if Charles is black, then the
forgotten memory becomes a trope for racial unification, as kin folks cross the color line
in blood relations, disrupting neatly defined categories of difference that dominant
society has used to define themselves against. For Faulkner, the unification of the white
and black race represents the coexistence he most desires in a post war modern world.
After the murder of Emmett Till, he states “Because if we Americans are to survive, it
will have to be because we choose and elect and defend to be first of all Americans to
present to the world one homogeneous and unbroken front, whether of white Americans
or black ones or purple or blue or green” (“Essays” 222).
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However, white supremacist fear what that “homogeneous and unbroken front”
would really look like if whites and blacks were to join to present a unbroken American
front. Thus, the threat of that erasure culminates in Bond’s howl excites Shreve’s
imagining that he too will spring forth from African loins. If it is erasure that white
society fears, then the surrogation process within the novel illustrates Roach’s claim the
surrogate memory “may tap deep motives of prejudice and fear” inciting phobic anxiety
(2). Thus, as Quentin and Shreve seek substitutes to fill the gaps of Rosa’s narrative, they
turn to cultural indices that allow them to deduct what Rosa is hiding. However, their
own narratives beg racist interpretations. But whose prejudice and fears are incest and
miscegenation tapping? The readers’ or Quentin’s or Faulkner’s?
The alternatives that Quentin offers carnivalizes the narrative, as his narrative
challenges the “authorized truth” (i.e. Rosa’s, the genteel white woman, narrative). The
challenge lies in the fact that Quentin’s narrative positions blackness as the destroying
force behind the plantation’s demise and it overtly confronts miscegenation with is
consequence: the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the Western hemisphere. Secondly,
Quentin, having heard T.P.’s laughter in The Sound and the Fury and having understood
what it meant, subverts race relations with that same laughter repetitively. The repetitive
occurrence of black laughter allows Quentin to analyze the performance in order to
contemplate the meaning in relation to its subject, which turns the hierarchy upside down.
Quentin’s anxiety of black laughter and being conquered illustrates Roach’s claim that as
surrogation continues, “it does so in a climate of heightened anxiety that outsiders will

193

somehow succeed in replacing original peoples” (6). The alternative of positioning Bond
as a conqueror challenges official culture even as it plays on its heightened anxiety of
being replaced.
The anxiety of being replaced juxtaposed against the possible freedom and
equality presents a rather complicated and complex performance that doubles over on
itself in the way it both preserves and perpetuates racism even as it performs what would
otherwise be selected for forgetting. Thus, Quentin’s and Shreve’s narrative becomes a
cultural performance that doubles the already doubled function of telling and countering:
1. It indicates a social and cultural continuity and preservation; 2. It counters with
alternatives that offer black bodies freedom and equality; 3. It points to racist fears that
derive from white anxiety regarding free, black bodies. 4. It bonds with Rosa’s narrative
in a performance that does not allow a cultural forgetting of what white American society
would rather forget. But strangely enough even with the unforgetting, like performances
of collective memory, Shreve and Quentin cannot find the exact fit because in the
surrogation process there is no exact fit, according to Roach (2). The substitute memory
either creates a deficit or a surplus in what is being remembered in order to selectively
forget. The doubling of a doubled function creates a surplus in both what is forgotten and
remembered, which is represented as the layering of incest with miscegenation – two
social taboos. In other words, the performance within the novel tells and retells, forgets
and remembers, even as it counters the retelling with what was forgotten using incest and
miscegenation as ways to create a spectacle that sensationalizes prejudices and fears even
as it seeks to offer a warning against them.
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The novel as a genealogical performance displays the attitudes of the past through
abjection. Bodily functions are also a part of folk humor that carnivalesque utilizes,
which in not lost on Faulkner. Degradation is also “topographical connotations”
represented in the body, with the upward being related to the face or head and the
downward relating to the genital organs, the stomach, and buttocks (Bakhtin 21). Sutpen
is described as “naming with his own mouth his own ironic fecundity of dragons’ teeth
which with the two exceptions were girls” (48). “Fecundity,” stemming from a feminine
Latin root, has associations with the womb, the object which produces fruitfully, thus, it
refers to the downward while the mouth and the dragon’s teeth both refer to the upper
parts of the body, which is an example of topographical degradation. Furthermore, the
dragon’s teeth align the children with danger, even fire and consumption, which as the
novel unfolds, the image becomes lucidly appropriate.
The abjection also shows how the plantation supplants identity through a
corruption or a corrosion of the senses. Rosa points to the plantation’s corruptive powers
when she tells Quentin that Sutpen, the biggest landowner and cotton planter in the
county, corrupted Ellen in more ways than one, which she repeats when she says “Yes, he
had corrupted Ellen to more than renegadery” (57). Rosa never really supplies the details
to how Ellen’s corruption manifested other than death claimed her when her role on the
plantation expired. Rosa, does, however, state how the plantation and the role of
plantation owner caused Sutpen to forget his past as he played the role of “arrogant ease
and leisure,” which gave way to a pompousness (57).
While Rosa gives the details that supply how the plantation corrupts white
identity, Mr. Compson supplies the details that show how the plantation corrodes black
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identity. Charles Bon II, coming from New Orleans in silks, coming from a place that
identifies him with wealth, “where pigmentation had no more moral value than the silk
walls,” soon learns that he is a “nigger” while he is on the Sutpen plantation. The new,
abject identity causes him “tearless grief” (162). As he examines himself “in the delicate
and outgrown taters” of silk, what he was and what he is forges a recognition that he was
something more than what the plantation role assigned to him.
As the identities are taken and replaced, masks and costumes are issued. The
costumes are linguistic descriptions such as “monkey nigger,” “performing tiger,”
“orgre,” “ghost,” and “demon.” These identities are fluid and the descriptions serve as
degradation to show the actor’s relationship to power. These linguistic costumes are the
forms of degradation: Faulkner debases humanity, both black and white, as a means of
degradation, which is part Degradation is used as a means to bring the spiritual down to
earth, to “turn their subjects into flesh” (Bakhtin 20). If man is created in God’s image,
already a spiritual entity brought to earth, then to further debase the noble creature would
be to equate it with beasts and monsters. It has already been discussed how Faulkner
equates members of the black race as beasts. Likewise, Faulkner takes the white Sutpen
and his family to a greater debasement of monsters, diabolical creatures that are not
worthy to be called God’s creations. Many times, Sutpen is referred to as a demon or
ogre. Sutpen’s removal of humanity is a form of degradation, as he was recast as a lower
life form than that of humans. He was cast to the realm of the underworld, the realm that
is imagined as existing beneath the earth. Thus, the destruction of is humanity allows for
a rebirth. “To degrade an object does not imply merely hurling it into the void of
nonexistence, into absolute destruction, but to hurl it down to the reproductive lower
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stratum, the zone in which conception and a new birth take place” (Bakhtin 21). Also
degradation is death and birth at once as the earth represents “the grave and the womb”
(21). Southern carnivalesque aesthetics position this rebirth in the form of Jim Bond
emerging from the destruction of Sutpen’s burning plantation (read as an image of Hell)
ready to conquer the Western Hemisphere.
Quentin brings all these elements of degradation together and applies them to the
entire Sutpen family:
[…] the invoked ghost of the man whom she could neither forgive nor
revenge herself upon began to assume a quality almost of solidity,
permanence. Itself circumambient and enclosed by its effluvium of hell, its
aura of unregeneration, it mused […] with that quality peaceful and now
harmless and not even very attentive – the ogre-shape which, as Miss
Coldfield’s voice went on, resolved out of itself before Quentin’s eyes the
two half-ogre children, the three of them forming a shadowy background
for the fourth one. This was the mother, the dead sister Ellen: this Niobe
without tears who had conceived to the demon in a kind of nightmare…(8)
The passage evokes the classic mythology for which Mardi Gras is famous. Niobe, “The
ghost of the man,” is the spiritual element that will be brought down or degraded into the
flesh of an ogre or demon. Meanwhile, this story Miss Coldfield is telling Quentin has
been reduced to an “effluvium of hell” about an “ogre” and “two half-ogre children,” or
about a dead sister conceiving to a “demon.” The language used to describe is meant to
debase and degrade while at the same time promises to materialize a spectacle for
Quentin and Shreve to analyze for meaning and understanding.
Therefore, it is appropriate for Faulkner to create a literary world that degrades
its characters, for the plantation is the great degrader, and all who come into contact with
it shall be degraded. This consuming corruption is seen when Sutpen completes the
construction of his plantation home with the opulent furnishings, the town realizes “the

197

he was getting it involved with himself; that whatever felony which produced the
mahogany and crystal, he was forcing the town to compound it” (33). Of course, the
modern reader recognizes that the crime of the plantation, “the felony,” is slavery. Sutpen
is getting rich from slave labor, among other market manipulations. And it is even said
twice that the sweet, respectable Ellen had been corrupted by the plantation (56, 57).
Therefore, degrading men and women down to beast and diabolical creatures is part of
the parody of the plantation.
Just as the medieval carnivals allowed the participants and spectators to come in
masquerade dressed as beasts and creatures, Faulkner’s characters are dressed as beasts
and creatures as a means to signify to what the power of authority reduces its
subordinates. In this way, Faulkner borrows from European carnivalesque humor, as the
body images are cast in images of legends. Bakhtin comments on this practice: “In the
literary sphere the entire medieval parody is based on the grotesque concept of the body.
It is this concept that also forms the body images in the immense mass of legends and
literary works connected with the ‘Indian Wonders,’ as well as the Western miracles of
the Celtic sea” (27). In European carnival, the masks were used to subvert power or
represent political parodies. However, in southern carnivalesque, these bodies are made
over into the image that cultural practices (such as mastering over slaves) have made
them into, metaphorically speaking.
Therefore, Faulkner’s use of figurative language that is disturbingly racists or
misogynistic should be viewed as Faulkner dressing his characters in masquerade for the
carnival, just as Sutpen’s dinner hour on the plantation is described as a “masquerade”
(51). For example, Miss Rosa Coldfield is described as a “quiet voice […] from beyond
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the unmoving triangle of dim lace” (14). It seems like a misogynistic description
disembodying the feminine voice and paring it with the gender symbol of a triangle
dressed in lace. However, the disembodied voice signifies ghostly meaning, which Mr.
Compton confirms: “Years ago we in the South made our women into ladies. Then the
War came and made the ladies into ghost. So what else can we do, being gentlemen, but
listen to them being ghost?” (7-8). This woman, clothed in “eternal black,” mourning a
loss no one is sure of, has a haunting story to tell, one that allows ghosts and demons to
ride in on her voice. Thus, she seems to allegorize the South’s mourning for the loss of
the War, especially since it is through her speaking that Quentin comes to think that she
is telling the story so
people whom she will never see and whose names she will never hear and
who have never heard her name nor seen her face will read it and know at
last why God let us lose the War: that only through the blood of our men
and the tears of our women could He stay this demon and efface his name
and lineage from the earth. (6)
Faulkner certainly plants the idea that the bloody war atoned for the sin of slavery,
according to God’s will, and that the aftermath of that atonement is the annihilation of
plantations, plantation owners, and their heirs, which is what novel sets out to illustrate.
Furthermore, Rosa is an “established poetess laureate” who writes “odes, eulogy,
epitaph, out of some bitter and implacable reserve of under feat” whose first folio
subjected the lost cause. Therefore, Quentin realizes she does not need him to tell her
story. Hence, it seems that Faulkner is not trying to engender the silence of Rosa. Thus,
the disembodied feminine voice should point to other meanings than misogynistic based
ones. If her voice is her defining feature, perhaps the reader can view her as a “speech
giant,” which Mikhail K. Rylkin defines as “reality of denunciation and convulsions of
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suffering bodies confession their guilt under torture by the coming into being of speech
giants, gazing as if from the sidelines at the suffering of their chance individual
incarnations” (Vice 153). She is a suffering body, that has been “outraged” and she is
denouncing Sutpen’s dynasty, a home and family of which she has been apart. Moreover,
Miss Coldfield’s relating the story, entombed in her house laden with “coffin-smelling
gloom,” is more or less confessing to Quentin, whom she summoned “out of another
world” (4,5). The confession of what she has witnessed will give her the strength to
redeem herself, which Mr. Compton alludes to in the first chapter as she needs Quentin to
go with her. At the end of the novel, the reader realizes that Quentin and Rosa have
returned to Sutpen’s plantation to discover that Henry Sutpen, Charles Bon’s murderer,
has returned home. The serendipitous event sends Rosa into town to fetch the sheriff for
the purpose of arresting Henry, thus, redeeming her part in concealing Bon’s murder.
Furthermore, the confession even tries to extricate Rosa as she signifies doubt of
the reality of the murder: “I tried to take the full weight of the coffin to prove to myself
that he was really in it. And I could not tell. I was one of his pallbearers, yet I could not,
would not believe something which I knew could not but be so” (122). She could not tell
if a body was in the coffin, and she could not believe it were there. She is purposely
casting doubt, or representing her doubt about the murder in order to cast herself within
the scene more as incredulous spectator than participant.
If her confession forms her disembodied voice, then that disembodiment allows
her to watch from the sideline as she and Quentin allow the ghosts of the past to unfold
the events before their minds. Her watching the ghostly visions with Quentin enables her
to “reincarnate” from fleshly ghost to phantom-like ghost, as the confession indirectly
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leads to her death at the end of the novel, releasing her from this world and indicating
“her voice would not cease, it would just vanish” (4).
The meaning of Rosa’s tale is not lost on Quentin. The story transfers Quentin’s
grandfather’s guilt onto Quentin, as he learns Sutpen could never have gotten a hold in
the town had it not been for his grandfather’s support. The relationship between merchant
and planter is obvious, that even though the merchant does not own slaves, he is profiting
from slave-produced capital, therefore, his guilt in slavery is implicated as well. Thus,
Quentin encounters haunting, just as Adams points out is the result of anxieties over
slavery “continue to affect life on the postslavery plantation” (4). She flushes the
discrepancy between those with honorable family appellations and those without. Hence,
she is described as a “vampire” who gets her “nourishment from the old blood” (68).
The description of her as being a vampire with a ghostly voice is the novel’s
phenomenological voice that marks her relationship to the story as well as to her
community. She is the old south; she represents how the Old South’s voice still dictates
to the New South directing its narrative in how it should remember and how the curse of
the south is tied to new money and dubious racial identities of “other.” She advocates the
old hegemony to be upheld and the old family names be honored. Further, as a vampire
feeding on the blood of old family names, she finds Sutpen distasteful. The crux of her
criticism about Sutpen is that he is a fraud in that he created the plantation under
suspicious circumstances, and without an honorable family name to recommend him to
his new community. Thus, lacking honor, he needs “respectability, the shield of a
virtuous woman, to make his position impregnable even against the men who had given
him protection on that inevitable day and hour when even they must rise against him” (9).
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Because blackness defined slavery, the plantation hierarchy demanded that white
women breed white babies and black women bread black babies. It was acceptable for
Sutpen to engage in intercourse with black women, since the children born to them would
be considered black and slaves. However, if white women were impregnated by black
men, their children would enjoy the freedom of whites, thus blurring the line between
master and slave. Faulkner captures this plantation phenomena regarding race through a
conversation between Charles and Henry. When Henry gives Charles Bon permission to
marry their sister Judith, Henry knew that Charles was their brother, but Henry recants
when he discovered Charles descended from black ancestors. Charles states “so it’s the
miscegenation, not the incest, which you can’t bear” (285). Henry takes the role of
protecting Judith’s purity and the race’s purity when he kills Bon who says “I’m the
nigger that’s going to sleep with your sister. Unless you stop me, Henry” (286). The
murder solidifies the curse, which in turn transforms Rosa into the ghost who infects
Quentin with her story.
If the plantation’s hierarchy is the source of racism, the perpetuation of slavery,
then the rejuvenation possibilities southern carnivalesque seeks such as freedom and
equality can only take place if the plantation is destroyed. “[T]he ‘white home’ became a
symbol that connected antebellum racial hierarchies with post bellum society” where it
“served as a major site in the production of racial identity because […] racial
interdependence was both visible and denied” (Adams 54). Appropriately, as a means to
sever that racial identity and interdependence, it is Jim Bondwho creates the final
spectacle of the plantation. Miss Coldfield and Quentin break into the plantation house,
storm past the aged Clytie, and discover Henry Sutpen sick in the bed, as he has come
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home to die. Rosa runs to town to get the sheriff, but upon her return, she sees that the
plantation is on fire. They see “the monstrous tinder-dry rotten shell seeping smoke
through the warped cracks in the weather-boarding as if it were made of gauze wire and
filled with roaring” (300). The “monster” house is burning, with Henry Sutpen and
Clytie, (Sutpen’s remaining children) inside the house. Rosa tries to go into the burning
house but is dragged back just as the house explodes “like powder” and vanishes. Jim
Bond runs off “howling with human reason now since now even he could have known
what he was howling about. But they couldn’t catch him” (300). At the moment of the
house’s destruction, Jim Bond, who has been living on the plantation, is freed, a moment
which lends hope for freedom and equality. Shreve gives the novel its last impression:
Jim Bond will conquer the world through miscegenation and make all humanity united
and equal so “in a few thousand years, I who regard you will also have sprung from the
loins of African kings” (302).
The destruction of Sutpen’s plantation should be interpreted as Faulkner’s
disavowal of the plantation. “In his Mississippi microcosm he demonstrated that modern
tragedy can probe the collapse of old ideas” (Wyatt-Brown 77). Faulkner’s disavowal of
the plantation is also repeated in other stories, such as Light in August and “Barn
Burning.” In the novel, Light in August, Joe Christmas, the tragic mulatto figure, burns
down the Burden plantation home with Joanna Burden inside. And in “Barn Burning,” it
is the barn on the plantation that is burned by a poor white man trapped in the ideological
past. The fact that it is the barn that burns speaks the fact that poor whites were denied
access to the plantation home, yet the plantation remained accessible to blacks because of
slavery. It is a black servant who denies poor whites entry inside the plantation home in
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both Absalom, Absalom! and “Barn Burning.” The burning of the plantation property
demonstrates the idea that these symbols of power need to be destroyed because they
continue to perpetuate a false longing for a past that is not real. In fact, they perpetuate
social discontinuity between class, race, past and present. Thus, “Absalom, Absalom!
following Light in August, not only subverts the idealized view of the antebellum South
presented in the plantation romances but also criticizes the very idea that white
southerners should feel compelled to memorize this past” (Duck 168).
Even after the war, the plantation still functioned as oppressive state apparatuses,
as share-cropping became the new form of slavery; and even now its hegemony still
shapes our cultural ideologies. Faulkner uses Absalom, Absalom! as a means to show the
everlasting curse the plantation extends into society. Rosa’s forgetting juxtaposed with
the re-remembering process that Quentin and Shreve use parodies the national emphasis
on the narratives of origin through the selecting and forgetting process. Faulkner does not
allow the unsavory to be discarded and forgotten because the forgotten is what is
inscribed upon our minds and bodies through repetition of historical experiences.
Southern carnivalesque is a means that allows him to use laughter as a way to deride the
system. The result is the cure to the curse, a catharsis even. Therefore, while the
language may sound racist and misogynistic, the intention is that of dressing his
characters in costume for a masquerade. The carnival or spectacle is held on the
plantation property where ogres, demons, tigers, apes, and balloon faces bump into one
another in masks. The masks represent their bodies’ relationship to their time and history
even as they conceal the characters’ true identity as well as the true purpose of the novel.
Recognition of the carnivalesque as a form of folk humor will help us see the novel’s
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process from degeneration to renewal or hope for a better future, as “Laughter degrades
and materializes” (Bakhtin 20). The degeneration of these characters are for our
regeneration so we can recognize that division is the destroying force among us.
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Chapter Six: Rectifying the Sins of the Past
“Laughter and its forms represent the least scrutinized sphere of the people’s creation.”
– Mikhail Bakhtin
Since the Civil Rights Movement, southern literature continues to perform past
traumas and racial tensions associated with oppression and slavery; however, the stage
the Civil War provided has been enlarged in order to play out the traumatic violence of
the Civil Rights Movement. Both the Civil War and the Civil Rights Era provide
traumatic histories that continue to haunt the region, if not the nation. This chapter turns
to John Berendt’s Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, Connie Mae Fowler’s How
Clarissa Burden Learned to Fly, and Kathryn Stockett’s The Help in order to examine the
way contemporary southern authors restage racial relations within a carnivalesque
spectacle. The chapter shows that contemporary southern literature still shares common
factors with Southern Renaissance literature, despite the surface differences. In other
words, Faulkner’s characters were haunted by the Civil War, then Fowler’s characters are
haunted by the Civil War and the racial injustices of the Civil Rights Era, even as her
contemporary characters seek to renegotiate racial boundaries or place the South in the
larger historical network of global exploitation of Africans. Nevertheless, history is
performed for the purpose of exposing some hidden truth or expanding limited
understandings. Thus, much of contemporary southern literature continues to use
racialized genealogical performances as a way to illustrate the South’s desire to
understand current and past conditions and to offer up some type of racial reconciliation.
In this way, southern literature is seeking to change the way the nation perceives the mind
of the South. However, despite the authors’ efforts to present a reconciling South, their
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use of laughter and spectacle expose that the mind of the South has a deep psychosis
regarding racial images that are hard to escape despite the desire to do so.
Contemporary southern carnivalesque texts shift through the historic stages in
order to reckon with moments of crises; however, the problem with southern
carnivalesque spectacles is America’s spectacle culture has long played upon racial
anxieties and upheld negative images of blackness so that these negative images are
unconsciously replicated despite the spread of moral liberalism. The historic negative
images of blackness have been revised and now seem reconciliatory and benign until they
are analyzed in how they function within the art and in relationship to cultural ideology.
Since America’s memory and past are rooted to slavery, it is not surprising that
American myths are fraught with social signs of master/slave dichotomies within history
and literature. Morrison recognizes the signal within the myth of race:
The ways in which artists – and the society that bred them – transferred
internal conflicts to a ‘blank darkness,’ to conveniently bound and
violently silenced black bodies, is a major theme in American literature.
The rights of man, for example, an organizing principle upon which the
nation was founded, was inevitably yoked to Africanism. Its history, its
origin is permanently allied with another seductive concept: the hierarchy
of race. (38)
As the hierarchy of race is the myth reproduced within American literature, Morrison
recognizes that
Writers were able to celebrate or deplore an identity already existing or
rapidly taking a form that was elaborated through racial difference. That
difference provided a huge payout of sign, symbol, and agency in the
process of organizing, separating, and consolidating identity along
culturally valuable lines of interest (39)
Morrison’s poignant literary experiment underscores Roland Barthes’ myth theory in
regards to cultural myths, as she has understood that these racial myths already existed as
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sign and symbol rooted to the history of slavery.1 Such a history or body of knowledge is
told in racialized language that reinforces the ideology of racial hierarchy.
Laughter and how it is used operates within these signals of race in that the way
that it is used reinforces ideology of racial hierarchy, as laughter can signify an
expression of feeling superior when the object is encrusted with the ridiculous. When
laughter is aimed at blackness, it places the white viewer in a position to look upon the
image and feel superior. René Descartes argues that there are six basic emotions: wonder,
love, hatred, desire, joy, and sadness – laughter accompanies three: wonder, hatred, and
joy. He also sees that there is joy and wonder in the laughter of ridicule and scorn. The
ridicule and scorn come from a sense that the object somehow transgresses social norms
in such a way that it produces a spectacle, or a need to look upon the object and deride it
for its incongruent behavior. Descartes theory plays between the superior and incongruent
theories of laughter. The white viewer sees the degraded image of blackness and laughs
in realizing that, according to the image he sees and the way he perceives himself, he is
superior to the image. However, if the image of blackness is acting out a taboo, then that
image becomes one who is transgressing a social norm and therefore must be ridiculed.
John Berendt’s Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil illustrates how images
signal racial anxieties. The novel positions a black image pandering to white sensibilities
that delight in the black male body as the comic object. Published in 1994, the book
upsets major social mores in that it relates a true-crime murder story about a rich white
gentleman living in the upper-crust of Savannah who murders (possibly in self-defense)
his younger male lover he maintained financially in exchange for sex. Positing
1

For Barthes, mass culture is inundated with ideological myths conveyed as self-evident truths so
that what is signified linguistically already belongs to a history where the signification is already built, the
meaning already complete.
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homosexuality as the murder trial’s spectacle, race does not even seem to be an issue in
the book, especially since the white narrator and the black drag queen get along without
race impeding their easiness with one another. However, a closer examination of how the
character is presented in relationship to laughter reveals that the laughter is aimed at
blackness. In other words, the cathartic energy does not release cultural anxieties that
stem from racial injustices but it releases the cultural anxiety that surrounds black
masculinity.
Linguistic cues point toward a bias against drag queen. Before readers meet the
black drag queen, the narrator communicates a set of belief systems operating within the
realm of normative social standards, which communication is meant to develop a
mocking sense toward the incongruence found between traditional gender roles and
man’s biological identity. When the northern narrator settles into Savannah, he
encounters a salesman at a junk shop whom he describes as efficient but blandly normal.
However, after the salesman impresses the narrator with his “instant recall of the
inventory,” the narrator “was struck even more by […] a carefully applied arc of purple
eye shadow that blazed like a lurid sunset on his left eyelid” (52). The word “lurid”
describes the vividly shocking or unnatural, especially in sexual connotations; thus, with
a man wearing the purple eye shadow that “blazes” implies “flaming” homosexual
behavior. The narrator then substantiates his impression with his envisioning a nocturnal
transformation around the purple arc: “I envisioned a tiara and a strapless gown, a
fluttering ostrich fan at the end of a long white glove” (52). The eye shadow was applied
to the left eye only because his boss ordered him to stop wearing eye make-up, but the
man thought he could get away with one eye painted – the left eye – since the boss never
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got up from his chair. However, the boss knew the eye shadow was there, but he
pretended to not see it – laughing at the way “Jack the One-eyed Jill” walks sideways and
twists around to keep the eye hid. Further, the nickname is meant to ridicule the man’s
transgression of gender roles, and it is presented as a punch line to the game of
pretending not to see. He says, “I don’t know who’s crazier, Jack the One-eyed Jill or
me” (53). The man implies that “Jack’s” transgression signifies insanity, which is meant
to affect the reader’s impression of the man.
However, the man defends himself against this implication when he tells the
narrator, pointing to his eye, “I don’t do drag or anything sick like that. I just do my eyes”
(52). The eyes are an interesting choice to associate with crafting a gaze upon the real
drag queen that readers will soon meet. The salesman seems to be pointing to eyes as if to
say “yes, this is lurid, but it is not “sick” like a drag queen.” In so doing, he validates a
response based in normative behaviors or he influences the reader’s perception of the
drag queen that is forth-coming in a blaze of color.
The echo of the comic and of the disapproval of drag will resonate within the
reader’s consciousness when Lady Chablis finally enters the novel’s stage because the
language surrounding the black drag queen further defines normative behaviors and
attitudes. The chapter that is titled “The Grand Empress of Savannah” introduces Lady
Chablis, and it begins with the words, “An unnatural calm descended over Jones Street
[…]” (92). The word “unnatural” used in a transition from the musician con-artist Joe
Odom’s absence to Lady Chablis presence implies the unnatural attraction that is waiting
on another street side curb, as that is where he “first laid eyes on her” (95). Here, the
language echoes and corresponds to images and attitudes, which gives the word choice an
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extra dimension of meaning.2 The salesman with the “lurid sunset” on his eye has
already pointed to the drag queen as being “sick” – meaning abnormal in the same way
some heteronormative people may refer to those who transgress gender roles as
“unnatural.” Starting the chapter that is titled after and introduces Lady Chablis with the
word “unnatural” corroborates with both the salesman’s assessment of drag queens being
sick and the narrator’s initial shock of meeting what he imaged was a drag queen. Thus,
the unnatural calm descending” corresponds to the “lurid sunset” in that the unnatural
calm and the sun are both in the act of descending upon a spectacle: the “sassy” Lady
Chablis, a “disturbing presence” (99).
However, when readers meet Lady Chablis, she is presented as a beautiful woman
with “large and expressive eyes” and “a sassy half-smile on her face” (95). The narrator
directs the eye of heterosexual male to Lady Chablis’ beauty. He states, “She was
beautiful, seductively beautiful in a streetwise way. Her big eyes sparkled. Her skin
glowed. A broken incisor tooth punctuated her smile and gave her a naughty look” (97).
By this time, readers already know that her skin is the color of “smooth milk chocolate,”
so giving her a seductive, naughty look enflames lust for the mythic sexualized black
woman.
Sassy and calling it out as she sees it, Lady Chablis is the comic element within
the novel. Very much the trickster figure, she wears the comic mask comfortably and
even uses the comic mask to confront the anxiety surrounding the black phallus and
interracial sexual relationships that produce biracial children. She exposes the reality of
white parents not wanting black grandchildren when her lover’s parents assume she is

2

For further reading on how linguistic discourse in a text create extra structures and meanings
than what lies within the sentence, see Roger Fowler’s Linguistic Criticism, particularly chapters 4 and 5.
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pregnant because their son has stayed with her a little too long. These parents paid for her
abortion to prevent having a biracial grandchild. She also flamboyantly attracts attention
to the fact that blacks have to pay membership fees to the clubs she performs in while
whites get in for free. And much to the narrator’s and possibly the reader’s horror, she
crashes a black debutant ball and spreads lies about one of the debutant’s sexual
escapades in Atlanta while she underhandedly signifies that the entire debutant tradition
is a mimicking of white society that serves as compensation for the historical segregation
and racism. Her sassy attitude confronts these injustices with humor, which makes people
laugh. The laughter that is in play in these scenes illustrate black humor’s role in
magnifying the injustices of American society.
However, the problem is that for the straight male reader that has already been
privileged and primed for an encounter with a “sick” drag queen, Lady Chablis’ earnest
insistence that she is not a man is an abhorrent act that emerges as a spectacle. She is
described as a spectacle at the end of her chapter after she has told us about her love
affairs and put on a drag show. At the end of her show, she quits her regular gig because
she is not being paid fairly. She gathers all of her glamorous show dresses and leaves
mouthing “You’re gonna have to travel if you wanna see me do my shit from now on.
Macon, Augusta, Columbia … They all know The Doll, honey! They all know Chablis!”
(123). Then the narrator notes:
Traffic on Congress Street slowed to a crawl in order to take in the
glittering procession. The air was filled with honks and whistles and
shouts in a mixture of good-natured cheer and lusty derision. The
motorists were unaware, of course, that the spectacle they were witnessing
was that of the Grand Empress of Savannah parading every wig, gown,
and gaff in her imperial wardrobe. Chablis waved to her subjects. “Sisuh’s
movin’ out!” she shouted. “Yayyis, honey! Mama’s on the move! I am
serious, child! (123)
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Lady Chablis as a spectacle attracts “lusty derision” as she parades in the street
with a “cascade of glitter” floating behind her “like a colorful, twinkling Chinese dragon”
(122). The spectacle of the “Chinese dragon” erotizes Lady Chablis specifically for the
heterosexual white middle class who are “unaware” of her true identity. By introducing
her as a woman, she passes as a woman for the purpose of exciting a lust that privileges
straight male readership, particularly white male readership, and it is within this space of
privilege where laughter is aimed at black masculinity.
The “abnormal” or the grotesque is what creates the spectacle that becomes an
interplay between cultural anxieties and the audiences viewing the spectacle, but it is the
author’s use of that attention that reveals the effectiveness of the novel’s ability to act as a
social lubricant for change. In this case, Lady Chablis produces the black male body
within that same ritualized and sexualized spectacle of lynching and castration. After
Lady Chablis springs the news that she is really “Frank,” the narrator looks at her again
to find signs of masculinity he may have missed: there are not any. He states, “I looked at
Chablis again, very carefully this time. She had a small, feminine frame and delicate
hands and arms. She carried herself like a woman; there was nothing masculine about
her” (97). Frank’s metaphoric lynching is manifested in the fact that he no longer
identifies with the gendered body that white-supremacist patriarchy fears, and the
effeminizing him removes the threat the black phallus poses to white women, and thus,
he becomes a body that can be sexually desired.3

3

For more reading about black males in the culture of imperialist white-supremacist capitalist
patriarchy culture and how black males are feared in this culture, see bell hooks’ We Real Cool: Black Men
and Masculinity.
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Much has been said about the white male sexual fantasies surrounding the black
phallus. After emancipation, white males grew increasingly anxious about white females
coming into sexual contact with black males – even preferring black males. Black
masculinity translated into fear for “Euro-Americans seeking to leave behind a history of
their brutal torture, rape, and enslavement of black bodies” (63 hooks). The novel points
to the fact that miscegenation is taboo. “We don’t do black-on-white in Savannah,” the
narrator is told, “Especially black male on white female” (54). The statement echoes
white male fear of the black phallus. However, the fear entwines with obsession, as the
black male body has been imposed with “white racist sexist pornographic sexual
fantasies” (63 hooks). White males both feared and fantasized the black male body in that
they were both fearful and envious of society’s permission to be sexually promiscuous
based on their assigned primitive status in the civilized world.4
Lady Chablis, as a size six woman that can be penetrated, gives straight white
males permission to fantasize about the black male body; in fact, she encourages it. She
only wants to be with straight white men because she is transgender. She removes “any
trace of masculinity,” and she brags about her sexual conquest of straight white males.
The narrator comments on how her boyfriend Jeff’s outward appearance is “normal, even
wholesome,” which again points to Chablis’ perversion as the qualifying “outward”
implies an inward abnormality, a queerness. However, Chablis assures the readers that
Jeff only goes with women, and she takes pride attracting the “very masculine men”

4

For more reading about race, masculinity, and civilization, see Gail Bederman’s Manliness and
Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States, 1880 – 1917, in which she argues
As Gail Bederman points out “hegemonic discourses of civilization positioned African American men as
unmanly savages, incapable of controlling their own passages,” which discourse has created the image of
the black beast (59). Also, see Andrew B. Leiter’s In the Shadow of the Black Beast: African American
Masculinity in the Harlem and Southern Renaissances.
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(102). Her beauty and her insistence that she is a woman causes the narrator to describe
her sexual limbo as a “disturbing presence” that haunts him.
The haunting factor soon becomes apparent in the fact that he is attracted to her
beauty and obsessed with her genitalia, which speaks to how black genitalia was often
targeted during lynching as a way to encode a sexual script of dominance. After many
descriptions of Chablis’ seductive qualities (as if he is justifying his attraction), she
becomes endowed with her own vagina. The narrator sees her back stage standing
“virtually nude” (116). He looks at her and sees “Her torso was an ideal woman’s shape,
narrow-shouldered, full-breasted. Her hips were a bit on the slender side,” but he “noticed
there were no bulges in her panty hose” (116). The scene completely emasculates the
male body as it makes invisible the black phallus. Lady Chablis confirms the absence
when she states “I just clocked you checkin’ out my pussy!” (116). Here, the black male
body has been rendered invisible while the exoticness of black sexuality is foregrounded.
The black male takes upon himself the feminine black body that already represents a
male object that is so saturated with sexuality that the sight of him in drag stimulates
desire and fantasy. The black drag queen subverts heterosexual white male desire by
enticing those fantasies of the black male body to the surface of their consciousness –
thus, becoming a haunting presence.
Further, the sexual transmutation of Frank to Lady Chablis mocks the image of
the black beast. As she brags about the sexual prowess of black men while preferring
white men, as a biological man herself, she presents an ironic incongruent image. She
perpetuates the sexualized black male myth when she states:
I don’t play up in them black bars, baby. Black boys will hit on you just
like that the minute you walk in. They try to make a move on you and
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‘Hey, Mama!’ and ‘Honey’ you to death. I don’t play that. Black boys are
so aggressive, honey. It’s nothin’ for them to come up and start touchin’
you and hittin’ on you and stuff, even if you’re with somebody. (105)
Lady Chablis signifies on aggressive black maleness, showing that the black male is a
sexual aggressor. She upholds the white constructed fantasy that black males should be
dreaded; she herself, a biological black man, will not even date a black man for the fear
of his aggression and his violent reaction to his anger. She talks about an encounter with
a black man that held a gun to her head and was going to shoot her for making a fool out
of him; she used humor to escape the situation and declared “That’s why I don’t play up
in the black bars, honey. I don’t need no gun to my head” (106).
Further, the aggression complements the fantasy of the black phallus she praises
in such a way that she enters male sexual competition discourse in order to draw the
white male gaze to their own fantasized image of the feared black phallus. She states,
“You know how those white girls get when they get a piece of black dick, honey. Black
dick will wear you out! It will make you wanna write all your checks” (105). She alludes
to white sexual inferiority when she adds, “That’s just another reason I like my white
boys” (105). She creates humor when she steps into a voyeuristic, pornographic white
gaze disavowing her own biological masculinity even as she praises the black phallus for
its superiority. Thus, this black drag queen is an emasculated image of black masculinity
that renders the black phallus impotent even as she points to the black male aggressor.
The incongruent irony evokes a sense of humor for the white, straight male as he views
an emasculated black man brag about black male sexual prowess.
Lady Chablis, as a transgendered spectacle, becomes the symbol of the playful
encounter with difference. However, how she is positioned in relationship to the white

216

male reader negates the novel’s attempt to come to terms with racial injustices. True,
Lady Chablis sexual transformation gives her body the power to shift gender identity and
escape the rigid gender constructions of white patriarchy. She definitely defies roles that
are assigned to social concepts of the biological genitalia; however, the novel treats her as
an abnormality and a spectacle to be laughed at. While some may see Lady Chablis
subverting the white male patriarchal roles of gender, the straight white male who has
been privileged as a reader sees a comical performance of an emasculated black man who
calls her “ testicles ovaries” (117). The spectacle draws the attention of the reader to a
form of otherness for the purpose of creating some form of freak show for the reader’s
amusement. Lady Chablis represents an extreme form of otherness as an exotic dark body
that engenders terror and fantasy toward both black males and black females.5 She plays
out social and political controversies regarding race and sexuality. Her presence allows
the straight white male reader to confront and master the fear of black masculinity, while
lusting for black feminine beauties. However, the sense of social norms being turned
upside creates the humorous effect that allows the straight white man to laugh at Lady
Chablis instead of with her when her humor and laughter points to racial anxieties and
injustices. In this way, black laughter within the novel has been rendered as impotent as
Lady Chablis.
However, despite the presentation of the black male body, the novel seeks to
display a social awareness of racial injustices in such a way that it seeks to isolate and
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For further reading about the politics of freak shows and sideshows, see Rachel Adams’
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bodies” (2).
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condemn the South for the nation’s role in subjugating and ostracizing African
Americans. Savannah is presented as an isolated spot cut off from the rest of the world; it
is described in the beginning as being hid within a shroud of trees that even provide a
canopy. At the end of the novel, the narrator states, “Every nuance and quirk of
personality achieved greater brilliance in that lush enclosure than would have been
possible anywhere else in the world” (386). Savannah, in its isolation, becomes the stage
where racial injustices are exposed. Despite the fact that the narrator points out that “In
1964, Martin Luther King declared Savannah ‘the most desegregated city in the south,”
the narrator suggest otherwise as he picks up on signals that imply racial hedges are in
play. For example, the black caterer who owns her own business is the most sought after
caterer in Savannah. The narrator picks up on the fact that when people said she was a
“real lady” that one “could tell from the way they said it that they considered that high
praise for a black woman” (8). Further, the narrator encounters a problem with locating a
black person because he did not know that even the telephone book was segregated.
However, the narrator consciously tries to overcome Savannah’s segregation by
juxtaposing the tour of the plantation homes with the recognition that “The story of
blacks in Savannah, of course, a very different one from that of whites” (41). Then he
glosses over black history, briefly, and inconsequently. Yet, nonetheless, the narrator
pretends to be shocked at the racial inequalities that prohibit miscegenation or charges
blacks for club memberships while whites enter the club for free.
The incongruence between the spectacle of the black male body and the novel’s
condemnation of racism distorts the novel’s attempt to find a space for racial
reconciliation. When creating a spectacle, “difference” is magnified, and laughter at or
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from that display of difference amplifies the ridicule. Thus, when the image of difference
is laughing in the face of oppression, then the attention is placed on the injustices, but
when the image of difference attracts the laughter of the viewer without causing a feeling
of confusion or uneasiness, then the attention is placed on the social and political mores
the image of difference violates. In other words, what the author does with the attention
he or she attracts can underscore or undermine the novel’s rhetorical purpose and impact.
Connie Mae Fowler’s How Clarissa Burden Learned to Fly exemplifies a social
conscious writer experimenting with spectacle and black laughter. Disembodied laughter
haunts Clarissa Burden, who lives in a ghost-filled house that resonates with musical
laughter when the callousness and neglect of her husband make her feel oppressed. The
laugh belongs to the ghost of a young black boy who was lynched on the property before
the Civil War. “The laughter is infectious,” Clarissa thinks before she knows the history
of her Florida property, and she projects on to it her own desires for love and children,
which are areas in where she feels she has failed (34). Clarissa and her husband are in an
impotent relationship that has borne no children. This barren relationship has withered
her sexuality and disempowered her, leaving her an impotent writer wizened underneath
the oppression of her husband. The laughter is an audible rupture in Clarissa’s
consciousness that makes Clarissa aware of her failures. This white authored impotency
coupled with laughter that is attached to disembodied blackness only to be heard by white
characters is clearly a form of Anderson’s dark laughter that points to white hypercivilized society being envious of African primitiveness. However, Fowler redevelops
Anderson’s dark laughter into a sound that will eventually bring catharsis to Clarissa, as
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it allows her to find the strength she needs to confront and defy her husband’s oppression
and “rise above the burden” of “our ancestors’ sins” (269).
Fowler creates a spectacle that centers around Clarissa’s renovated plantation
home, as the trauma from the house’s past connects to Clarissa’s familial and cultural
traumas. However, before Fowler presents us with a spectacle, she sets the tone for how
to view the spectacle within her first paragraph. When the solstice heat bears down on
Hope, Florida, readers are told “a harsh reckoning was in store,” which sets the tone for
the novel confronting and rectifying racial pasts. The book then opens up to a “trapped”
Clarissa who stands at her opened kitchen window watching her artist husband sketch
and photograph a sweating, young, beautiful woman standing “in the bright light of
morning amid Clarissa’s roses as naked as the moment she was born” (1). Clarissa leans
in to get a better look, which directs the reader’s imagination toward an erotic scene that
disrupts conventional notions of marriage, as Iggy (the husband) blatantly prefers his
nude models to his wife of seven years. Clarissa wants him dead: she fantasizes a
hundred ways of how she can kill him or how he could “accidentally” meet his death.
Further, the spectacle is sensationalized when Clarissa realizes that from certain spots in
town there is a full view of her yard, which horrifies her as she imagines her reputation is
spoiled. It is this spectacle that will call the attention of the ghosts of the family that was
lynched on the property, as the ghostly woman feels for Clarissa’s situation. Thus, once
Fowler gets the reader’s attention, she directs it toward Florida’s history of racial
injustices, even through the laughter of the ghost of a young, black boy.
Even as Iggy is in the back yard with his nude muse, Clarissa, though keeping the
spectacle within her peripheral, she turns her inward attention to the racial burdens she
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and her husband shoulder. As she ponders what it would feel like to be Iggy’s muse, she
reflects on what she has in common with him. Readers learn that he is South African, a
French and Dutch descendent, who rejects his Dutch heritage because of “his birth
country’s racial past” (2). Clarissa states, “It was something they had in common, both
coming from a land of racial sins and both feeling it forever necessary to let people know
that the old politic was never their politic” (2). This distancing the identity from the
racial past seems to be novel’s goal in general, not just for Clarissa and Iggy, but for the
South as well, as the novel confronts and condemns the racial past as a means to lighten
the burden of the past.
Further, by sharing the racial past with other countries around the globe, the
South’s own burden is shared as it becomes a global burden not unique to the American
South. In thinking about how Iggy’s country’s past parallels to her own country’s past,
she enters a room that showcases Iggy’s “pride and joy,” which is a rifle from “an
ancestor in the 1838 Battle of Blood River” where the Boers massacred three-thousand
Zulu warriors. The rifle is made from the pink ivory wood that is sacred to the Zulus.
She flashbacks to the night Iggy pointed the loaded gun at her and says “BOOM!” and
laughs, which reveals Iggy’s cruel nature is not far removed from his ancestors. However,
Clarissa is confused because her husband’s pride in having the gun, a symbol of his
family taking part in the massacre negates his disdain for his Afrikaner heritage, “his
rejection of them having any legal claim to the land.” She thinks he is “unwilling to see
the cruel irony of displaying a weapon used to kill an indigenous people in the very wood
they held sacred” (29). The display of the Afrikan heritage is eerily similar to the
aristocratic display of Civil War weapons, uniforms, flags, and other war memorabilia
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that often show up above the mantles in the homes of those who are deeply rooted in the
South. Fowler is showing a globally shared guilt. Also, she makes a subtle connection
between the South and Iggy: there are those in the south who insist on displaying
symbols of the racist past even when the South seeks to disavow that past, which parallels
to Iggy’s unwillingness to recognize his hypocrisy in his disdain for his country’s racial
past when he finds pride in displaying the symbol of that past. In this one symbol,
Fowler globalizes Southern hypocrisy and burden.
After readers are aware of Clarissa’s domestic and cultural burdens, the laughter
of a young, black boy drifts into Clarissa’s hearing, which amplifies her insecurities. She
tries to dismiss the laughter as “wind through the eaves. Something like that. Just like the
music, the laughter didn’t exist;” however, she recognized that whether or not it really
existed, it reawakened an old baby ache that immediately dismissed because she doubted
that she could raise a child if she could not even write a book. Because of the laughter’s
rupture, her impotence both in her relationship and as a writer is flung in her face.
However, readers actually come to find out that the laughter is attached to the
horrors of slavery, and it draws attention to gross racial injustices of the past. The
laughter does exist to a ghost child who laughs and plays on the property. He is the son of
Olga Villada who owned the land before the Civil War and her black lover Amaziah
Archer who designed the home. Two criminal brothers from the lower class lynched Olga
and her family so they could steal her land and sell it. The deaths of Olga, a female land
owner of ambiguous race, and her black common law husband were never avenged so the
ghost family remains on the property, haunted by the injustice of their death. Clarissa has
recently bought the plantation and was given a file on the ownership history. However,
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Olga has pity on Clarissa because she can relate to the type of oppression Clarissa
endures. Olga reflects:
She also knew about emotionally unavailable men and broken hearts. She
also knew about good men, which was one of the reasons – other than
Clarissa being the only person who ever lived in the house capable of
telling her story – that she had taken a personal interest in the young
woman. Life was too short, the ghost knew, for a woman to waste it on a
man who did not know how to love. (51-52)
As Olga prods Clarissa into writing the horror that happened to Olga and her family, the
past unwinds to reveal a terrifying lynch scene.
However, the terror is given to the readers through a spectacle that playfully
confronts the racial past. Larry Dibble, a one armed angel demoted because of his
licentious behavior, has been assigned to Hope, Florida. He can see Olga’s ghostly lover
trying to chop down the tree where they were lynched in hopes that the tree’s death will
allow the trapped spirits to move on. The angel describes the scene: “That crazy black
guy had been hacking away at it for nearly two centuries. Unlucky bastard” (61). As
readers are beginning to learn how Olga and her family were lynched by poor white trash
bothers who wanted the land for themselves, Iggy brings his nude models into the house
to show them the rifle. The models want to talk about the beauty of South Africa, but
Iggy yells out “The fowking white man should leave the entire continent. Racist
bastards!” (62). The outburst parallels the white invasion of Florida that Clarissa is
recalling as she reads about the history of the house that was given to her in a folder when
she purchased the home. Then Clarissa hears the laughter again, and loathes that she is
codependent on Iggy, “an asshole” (62). She chases the sound of laughter, but it ceases so
that all she hears is Iggy and those girls.

223

The ghost family upstages the spectacle of the abusive husband and his nude
model, as Clarissa becomes absorbed with the story that will both cure her writer’s block
and help her heal her own traumas that burden her. As Clarissa becomes absorbed in
Olga’s story of independence at a time when women outside of Florida were not allowed
to own property, Clarissa decides to “reclaim her yard for herself and her new long-dead
heroine” (66). From this instance, Clarissa embarks on a psychological and physical
journey that makes her confront her trauma of living with an emotionally and verbally
abusive mother and a husband who feels women are beneath him intellectually and
socially. She encounters women ghosts of the past who have been killed because of their
sexuality and willingness to speak their minds; she encounters “midgets” working in a
“midget carnival” and a man with one eye she labels “Cracker Bandit.” These bodies, the
disembodied, the deformed, the mutilated are bodies of differences that help her confront
the fear of that white space on her computer screen as well as the burden of the South’s
past that confronts her in public spaces with memorials and memorabilia. These bodies
that have overcome social oppressions of their own lives taught Clarissa that she too can
“step out of this wasteland riddled with her mother’s bones and her husband’s
resentment,” and find her way” (173).
By the end of the novel, when Clarissa knows she is going to tell Olga’s story, she
has the courage to stand up to Iggy. They physically fight outside in the front yard even
though a storm is approaching. They are fighting because Clarissa has recently traded in
her truck that was not safe to drive on public streets and with her own money bought an
El Camino, which was in mint condition. The car gave Clarissa freedom to go and come
when she wanted without having to depend on Iggy to drive her anywhere or being able
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to use his car. Because he always had reasons for her not to use his car, she was often
stranded at home. Thus, finding his control over Clarissa threatened, he ordered her to
return the car, but she would not. During the fight, Clarissa believed Iggy was trying to
kill her. The approaching storm intensifies the fight. The storm that had been brewing
picks up wind, releases thunder and lightning, and the lightning splits the tree in half
(where Amaziah had been sawing at it for two hundred years). The ghosts felt “released
from an eternity spent thinking about the moment” they died” (260). Olga feels
particularly free because she knows Clarissa will write the story that began June 15, 1826
on a day with a “clear sky, a fair breeze, her son’s laughter, and her husband’s buoyant
talk of things to come” (260). The sound of laughter returns to the text as a sound of
innocence, joy, child-like mirth, even a sound of rectification as now this family can
move on now that someone knows their story and is capable of telling it. The young
black boy’s laughter signifies a catharsis for both the Archer family and Clarissa
Fowler’s use of black laughter that she develops out of Anderson’s dark laughter,
urges Clarissa toward freedom from her personal and cultural traumas. Clarissa hears the
laughter, recognizes her impotency due to her entrapment and is urged on a journey that
will help her discover herself within Olga. However, Clarissa will have to be released
from her own haunting past before she can tell Olga’s story. In other words, she has to
learn to fly above the oppressing forces in her life and in her culture.
On the day she buys her El Camino, before she stands up to Iggy, she meets
Nicolai, the star attraction of a “Dwarf Carnival.” Clarissa refers to the dwarfs as
midgets, and she speculates on the freak show quality and the fact that she realized that
“there was something wildly sexy about midgets” (163). She learns that Nicolai is a
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human cannonball, and she in invited to the carnival. The novel ends with Clarissa
crashing the midget carnival that was a modern day freak show, as she escapes her
homicidal maniac husband by climbing a monolith tower with zigzagged stairs. She gets
high off the ground with Iggy clutching at her ankles from time to time. She finally gets
high enough that she can look down and see her husband and the “ant-like” people of
Hope, Florida. She “forced herself to look past her husband and to the earth below” and
she realizes she was somewhat of a spectacle with people running and shouting and
pointing at her because “she and her husband were evidentially, creating a great
commotion” (269). But she is compelled to shout at him “You are your father’s son. We
all carry the burdens of our ancestors’ sins. But some of us try to rectify and rise above it.
You, You, you secretly wallow” (269). He reacts to her accusation by hitting her so hard
that she hears her eardrums pop. Because her equilibrium is gone, she falls over the tower
rail. As she “tumbles, weightless,” she is amazed to find that she loves herself, even that
little girl who was abused. She realized the people who abused her were broken people.
So on her way down to the earth, she opens her eyes and her arms and she flies.
However, she does not meet her death – she is saved by a flying dog that was launched
from the cannon that fired human cannonballs. The book ends with a “miracle” that took
place at Hope– a town that was headed for “a harsh reckoning” found a miracle through
Clarissa, who lived to write Olga’s horrifying story with an alphabet that finally all “lined
up in a sacred order” (275).
However, not all socially conscious writers writing in the new millennium have
successfully used black laughter as a means to draw attention to racial injustices; in fact,
the misuse of black laughter undermines even the best of intentions. The reception of
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Kathryn Stockett’s The Help exposes the discrepancies between popular culture’s social
conscience and the collective experience of subjugated peoples. Since the novel’s
publication, Stockett has become a controversial author. Popular culture embraces her as
a figure brave enough to confront racial themes and oppression. Many media forums even
go as far to say that she informs today’s readers about important parts of the nation’s past
regarding the nascent Civil-Rights South. Blogger John McWhorter defends Stockett’s
novel as one that testifies of the nation’s racism, and he cites the public’s political
sensitivity and disavowal of historical facts. He states, “All too often, charges of racism
are the products not of reasoned analysis, but cognitive dissonance: an implacable pique
at white America for never quite “owning” its racism, despite a lack of clarity as to just
what this owning would entail” (New Republic).
Despite the movie production and rave reviews, Stockett receives much criticism
for her insensitive treatment of race. In an open statement to the novel’s fans, Ida E.
Jones, the director of Association for Black Women’s Historians, states that Stockett
reproduces the stereotypical mammy myth instead of confronting and exposing the
oppression that limited these smart black women to the role of domestic servant. Jones
claims the book’s popularity “reveals a contemporary nostalgia for the days when a black
woman could only hope to clean the White House rather than reside in it.” On the one
hand, Stockett uses the horror of our nation’s racial past to tell a story about one white
woman’s desire to “change things,” while on the other hand, the relationship between
Skeeter and Aibileen remains unbalanced because both women never really step beyond
the boundary of polite deferment to Skeeter’s white skin. Thus, while the novel
acknowledges the injustices of the past, it also represents blackness in terms and

227

conditions that past popular aesthetics have produced: the display of blackness as
tricksters and mammies.
The trickster and the mammy form the foundation for the novel’s entertainment
without complicating the public’s historic relationship to these images. These figures
also transform the novel into a spectacle in that they objectify the vision of the South and
its racial injustices and then focus that objectification for the nation to gaze upon and
disavow its repugnance. Many forms of popular entertainment have accumulated images
of life and recreated them as a spectacle. The Help is no exception despite its praise as a
novel with characters who seek to change things. Thus, it is useful to compare Stockett’s
spectacle to those of William Faulkner in order to access Stockett’s failures in scripting
“the other.” Spectacle in Faulkner reproduces familiar images of race and class, but he
complicates them when the upper class is static and decaying while the lower caste is
progressing and thriving. The fiery destruction of the upper class symbols of power gives
the feeling that the upper class is under condemnation or on the brink of destruction,
which leaves room for the slightest hope of a new social order that is more inclusive. On
the other hand, Stockett reproduces familiar cultural images that reflect blacks as
subservient to whites, but instead of complicating those images, the novel upholds
plantation mentality. Instead of scripting a spectacle of an apocalyptic demise of the
plantation, Stockett’s novel limns plantation families as strong, thriving, and
indestructible.
As I argued in the introduction, southern art, as Faulkner believed, “must become
a ceremony, a spectacle; something between a gypsy encampment and a church bazaar”
in order to be visible (“Sound” 228). Thus, Faulkner gives us characters like Temple and
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Popeye, Joanna Burden and Joe Christmas, Judith Sutpen and Charles Bon (just to name
a few) so that he can reproduce a mode of cultural understanding or recognition of the
destructiveness of the plantation mentality. Using Faulkner’s delineation of spectacle, I
argue that southern literature casts spectacles as an individual or an event that
transgresses social norms and the act of that transgression invites the gaze that objectifies
the transgressor. In the south, the one who transgresses social rules subjects oneself to
the spectator’s horrified gaze, judgment, and abuse.
Similarly, in Stockett’s novel, Skeeter is a character who transgresses social
norms. However, Skeeter, being the fictional writer of the text, shifts the white gaze away
from herself (as she is trying to do the right thing in exposing white oppression) and she
refocuses that gaze onto a collection of black images that have long since mediated and
defined the social relationships between black and white. Through the juxtaposition of
historical horror and stereotypical mammy figures, Stockett creates a false sense of
cultural progress, even as she does as Faulkner states southern writers do: they both
“protest and defend Southern identity.”
The great protest of Southern literature often starts with a realistic representation
of the struggle between the oppressors and the oppressed. “Holocaustal horror that was
our American past” stuns Houston Baker as he encounters that horrific past in the works
of William Faulkner. He explains his fascination with “race” and “place” in I Don’t Hate
the South, as he describes his experience learning Faulkner. It was Faulkner who
excavated the horrors of a pre-Civil Rights society and compelled Baker to “smell the
sweat of the combat of owners and the owned” (xv). For Faulkner, the combat between
owners and the owned often entail war scenarios such as the lynch scene showcasing
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wannabe soldier Percy Grimm and racially ambiguous Joe Christmas or Henry Sutpen
gunning down Charles Bon to prevent his sister committing miscegenation, or Jim Bond
remaining the only survivor of the Sutpen’s Dynasty. Faulkner juxtaposed images of the
southern noblesse against images of blackness or poverty as a means to criticize the
South’s hegemonic socio-political structure.
The southern noblesse does not fare well in Faulkner’s stories: they are haunted
with their defeat in the Civil War and they are doomed. Just as Gail Hightower cannot
live past the day his “grandfather was shot from the galloping horse,” in general, the
Southern noblesse in Faulkner’s works can never live beyond the South’s defeat (62).
When relics such as the confederate flag or pistols appear in narratives that mimic
historical memory, they take on a haunting quality that seems to doom the present
generation trapped in the memory of the dead and the defeated. They are not relics of
victory, but symbols of a violent conquer haunting descendants of the old ruling caste
who are “unable to prevent” new disasters pressing down on the South (Cowley, xxi).
Like Miss Emily, Faulkner’s ruling castes are living relics of the Civil War, defeated and
decaying with their living memories of the dead Confederacy.
On the contrary, the images that develop the noblesse as a defeated class structure
found within Faulkner’s works are inverted in Stockett’s novel. Stockett makes few
allusions of the aristocracy hanging on to Civil War relics as short cuts to make the same
point as Faulkner: the Southern Aristocracy in The Help also cannot live past the Civil
War. However, instead of its defeat haunting a decaying class, its glory is showcased,
securing the aristocracy in the myth of Old Blood and Old Money. Upon entering the
Foote plantation home, Minny observes hanging on the wall a burned up Confederate flag
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and old Civil War silver pistols bearing the name “Confederate General John Foote.”
Minny imagines they are displayed to tell younger generations how “Great-Granddaddy
Foote scared some slaves with that thing” (32). Stockett uses Minny’s snide remarks as a
means to appeal to society’s social conscience that acknowledges the injustices of the
past. However, the Civil War relics mark who has the social and political power. The
display allows Stockett to illustrate the elite whites of the South clinging to historical
markers of power, but she also shows the emotional impact such a display affects within
the psyche of the oppressed.
Furthermore, in Faulkner’s works, this combat between the owners and the owned
often ends with plantation property aflame and black characters surviving and
proliferating, rendering white characters haunted and static. The destroyed plantation
property points to a need for change and symbolically represents a moment of hope for a
new foundation on which society can build a future not doomed. Such a destruction is
necessary in southern carnivalesque works if the work is to point to a possible point of
rebirth, regeneration, or rejuvenation. Contrary to Faulkner, Stockett does not present an
alternate possibility.
One example, Hilly Holbrook clearly represents an insurmountable power
structure that southern carnivalesque novels seek to subvert through symbolic destruction
or revelry. Miss Hilly is the antagonist that readers anticipate having the delight to
witness her demise. She is controlling, mean to her mother and friends, yet, the people
around her seek to please her because they fear her. Only two people stand up to her in
the novel: Skeeter and Minny, but in the end, Miss Hilly continues to dominate because
she has not been removed from power.
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Hilly upholds segregation and forces it upon those around her. It appalls Hilly to
use the same bathroom as the black maids, but she is forced to do so when she visits the
homes of her friends who financially struggle to stay within the upper-class of Jackson.
She decides that she will impose a “Home Help Sanitation Initiative” bill that requires “a
separate bathroom for the colored help” (8). The surgeon general of Mississippi supports
her. Miss Skeeter, the editor of the League’s paper, does not agree with her, and tries to
resist inserting Hilly’s proposal into the paper. However, her hand is forced. Skeeter finds
the courage to “misprint” the wording, which leads to Hilly’s yard becoming the dumping
ground for used and discarded toilets. Hilly wakes up to toilets all over her front lawn and
becomes livid at the impropriety. However, Skeeter’s revenge offers only a temporary
satisfaction for readers: Hilly uses the toilets to donate to homeowners who want to build
a separate bathroom for their black help. The act of rebellion leaves Skeeter on the
outside.
The Help perpetuates the identity of the plantation South in that Skeeter’s
transformation into a freethinker, transgressing social norms, no longer has a place in the
South. Her social status is revoked because she does not subscribe to the same racial
ideology. Ultimately, in the end, Skeeter faces exile to the sophisticated North while
Aibileen continues to help domesticate white women through the Miss Myrna column
that conceals Aibileen’s blackness – so she remains an exploited black body still in the
domestic service of white women. Hence, nothing has changed: Hilly Holbrook will
continue to bully her society as she enforces segregation and fortifies the oppressiveness
of white Southern culture. Thus, while Faulkner’s art captures the historic possibilities of
reality while destroying the symbols of oppression, Stockett denies the possibilities of an
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alternate future. She limits those possibilities of a better future to individual success
under the magnanimity of a white female who gives Aibileen her Miss Myrna column
while she moves on to bigger and better writing opportunities. So while Skeeter escapes
to a better future outside the south, Aibileen’s black body remains immobile,
geographically and economically.
However, despite the perpetuation of plantation culture and its oppression,
Stockett gives readers glimpses of blacks navigating and negotiating the white world that
hint at a Faulknerian combat between the owners and the owned. Lying between Ned’s
fixed horse race in Faulkner’s The Reivers and Minny’s laced pie in Stockett’s The Help
is a familiar spirit of resistance to power that Stockett seems to channel from Faulkner.
The trickster figure in African American literature signifies black bodies navigating the
master’s domain under the guise of the social performance of minstrel blackness
subservient and deferring. Ned is able to secure money for himself and escape
punishment for rigging a horse race against his boss’ favor because his dishonesty is
either inconceivable or cannot be admitted if the grandfather wants to maintain his
honorable social status. Likewise, Minny includes in her narrative the incident about
Hilly eating Minny’s chocolate pie laced with Minny’s feces so she can secure her safety
along with the other maids. They keep their identities concealed as being the maids who
dared speak out against white society because Hilly Holbrook can never admit that a
“negra” duped her into eating a pie mixed with a black woman’s feces. To be duped by a
black servant undermines the social honor that places one highly within the hegemonic
social order. These instances where black characters experience some semblance of
victories over white ones signify moments of resistance to white culture and racial
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politics. Perhaps, it is primarily the pie incident that enables The Help to be discussed as a
novel that confronts racial issues, as it becomes a scene between the owners and the
owned where the owned prevails. However, the scene is not enough to rescue the novel’s
problematic representations of blackness.
The maids’ internal dialogue reveals Stockett’s hand at trying to instill a
combative spirit within her black characters, yet, the dialogue actually underscores racial
attitudes against blackness because she misuses Faulkner’s grotesque metaphors.
Stockett misuses Faulknerian discourses about the “other” that he employs to ridicule
racial ideology.
In Absalom, Absalom! Faulkner’s narrators describe the novel’s black characters
as animals as a means to reflect cultural ideology and the relationship between society
and the black body. The comparison of humans to animals operates within the southern
carnivalesque elements in so much that the comparison is a grotesque reflection that
comes from the mind of whiteness, not blackness. For example, one of Sutpen’s slaves is
entrusted with the team of horses and a coach to drive Sutpen’s wife and children to
church. The slave is described as wearing better clothing than poor white men, an echo of
Sutpen’s childhood observations about the rich man’s slave. However, the image
Faulkner employs is one that draws attention to the imagined colonized disparity between
East and West, uncivilized and civilized: “with that wild negro in his Christian clothes
looking exactly like a performing tiger in a linen duster and a top hat…” (16). The image,
at once, gives the impression of a ring master and tiger with the black man occupying
both positions. At once he is man and beast, just as “wild negro” and “Christian clothes”
are meant to be paralleled to that image in attempt to point to the imagined incongruence

234

between African and American civilizations. Thus, the image becomes spectacle drawing
on the ideology of the white upper class. In other words, the scripting of this character
reflects the cultural and racial ideology that denies the humanity of blacks even as that
same oppressing culture tries to “Christianize” Africans as a means to save their souls.
Faulkner also uses animal imagery to underscore the race and class hierarchy. On
business, the young, poor Sutpen attempts to deliver a message to the boss in the big
house, at which time, he is told to go around back. The young, white boy understands the
enjoinment places him equal to that of the black, slave house-servants. If slaves are
black, then whites must be privileged, Sutpen assumes, which is why he is shocked that
he cannot enter the white man’s big house, even on business. His sense of superiority is
abashed: “And now he stood there before that white door with the monkey nigger barring
it and looking down at him in his patched made-over jeans clothes and no shoes” (188).
The white man’s big house with the “white door” that Sutpen cannot enter emphasizes
Sutpen being barred from his own whiteness, as the white door is guarded by a black
body mocking the sight of Sutpen. Sutpen’s imagined narrative language, the derision
“monkey nigger,” emphasizes the supposition of racial hierarchy. Yet, despite the
derision, the black slave still has the power to deny Sutpen entrance into another white
man’s home, and the irony is signified by the slave laughing at Sutpen, causing Sutpen to
feel, for the first time, a sense of what it means to be poor.
Animals as tropes for character development or cultural criticism are an easy
metaphor to establish because of the unique relationship specific animals have to humans.
For example, Zora Neale Hurston says that black women are the mules of the world. The
metaphor Hurston wants to establish works because mules are work animals that can bear
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burdens. Her criticism is clear: black women, occupying the lowest rung on the race and
gender ladder, get the workload passed down to them so not only are they doing the
work that is assigned to them, but they are doing the work their men folk have been
assigned. Thus, they literally carry the entire world upon their backs, as it is their labor
alone that supports the upper caste systems.
However, Stockett’s animal representation is not as successful as Hurston’s or as
racially charged as Faulkner’s because her metaphor is too ambiguous in meaning and
too sincerely stated without irony in the mouth of her black character. For example,
Aibileen describes the black part of town as “we one big anthill” landlocked so that they
cannot spread out (12). The use of ants as a metaphor for the black community is
ambiguous. Ants are a community based animal known for their hard labor. Perhaps
Stockett wants readers to ponder the black community as an industrious colony.
However, when Aibileen adds “our part a town just gets thicker,” the metaphor turns
away from the industrious and turns toward the menacing quality ants can have,
especially when the ants are overrunning the homes. So now the image is that the “ants”
leave their colonies and venture into white homes to bring back the crumbs from white
tables. Hilly certainly safeguards the white elite home from “ants” overrunning it when
she decrees all black help must have their own bathrooms. The menacing quality of the
metaphor then becomes full when whites with guns and sticks surround the black
community after the KKK shot down Medgar Evers. Whites felt the blacks would
retaliate with riots or violence so they surrounded the community to prevent them from
boiling over into the white part of town the way ants boil out of their colonies when the
anthill is disturbed.
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The difference between Faulkner and Stockett’s use of animal imagery in
scripting the “other” is that Faulkner’s narrators are often assumed to be white so that
these tropes are often critiqued for their re-presentation of whiteness, whereas Stockett
uses the same types of tropes in the mouths of her black narrators. When white
constructed black characters linguistically mimic the ideology without satire or irony,
then those linguistic representations create a strange performance of power and
submission that equates to cultural puppetry.
Thus, the novel’s misuse of Faulkner’s aesthetics creates images that seek to
pander to the contemporary social conscience even as it exploits society’s relationship to
familiar images of blackness that have already been represented, replicated, reproduced
into a system of beliefs about blackness. However, readers are willing to overlook
ambiguous representations of blackness so long as there are some witty remarks refuting
the oppression and characters who seek to “change things.” The truth is, however, these
images never confront the reality they pretend to deride, but they perpetuate racial images
and relations with which white society has grown to be the most familiar and
comfortable. While on the surface that combat between the owners and the owned seems
to be loaded with witty reflections that spill an acrid emotion into the text, the images
behind the emotions are the all too familiar and beloved smiling, loving black mammies,
who may or may not have a flair for performing the trickster. At the end of the novel,
when the maids have their book published, Stockett’s black characters seem to hold no
grudges that white society would not be able to reconcile with a little bit of Skeeter’s
camaraderie and good intentions. Thus, the novel offers white readers a chance to
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acknowledge the awful injustices of the past without disrupting already familiar and
comfortable images of deferential blackness.
These three novels each intersect blackness and laughter differently. Berendt’s
novel relies on the minstrel tradition in that he creates a spectacle out of blackness that
provokes laughter from the readers that actually overwhelms the laughter that resounds
from Lady Chablis. Fowler’s novel redevelops Anderson’s dark laughter so that the
disembodied black laughter that exposes feelings of impotency actually becomes
attached to the horrors of slavery – the very cultural horrors that burden Clarissa. Thus, as
the novel confronts the historical horrors, it seeks to heal so that a region, like Clarissa,
can learn to rise above it. Finally, Stockett’s novel works at coming to terms with the
violence of the Civil Rights past, but the use of black laughter is a commodity of
blackness used only to point to an injustice without subverting the reified, stereotypical
images of blackness. As white society grows more socially conscious of racial injustices,
past and present, that awareness needs to develop an astute eye for the triangular
relationship between spectacle, laughter, and race or we run risk of being consumers of
the age-old images of blackness that our social conscience seeks to rectify in order to
finally achieve national redemption. These novels that seek to come to terms with a
violent past by confronting it illustrates “The South is still struggling with its heritage of
tragedy and suffering and still invested with the hope that suffering can lead to salvation”
(300 Wilson).
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Conclusion: Returning to History’s Womb and Carnivalesque Rebirth
Notwithstanding the Bible Belt’s emphasis on personal salvation through finding
the non-violent Christ, violence in the South was central to the slave-based culture. After
the emancipation, lynching became the regional norm as a means to maintain community
stability within the racial and socio-economic based hierarchy.1 Gary M. Cuiba claims
that “the single moment of slaughter and salvation generated the duality of the sacred,” as
the victim often symbolized “a double of everyone in the community, a primal
substitution” for the sinners.2 Ironically, the same churches that preached the gospel of a
non-violent Christ also endorsed violence within the slave system. Churches that
preached “born again” philosophy focused on the individual’s moment of conversion, the
individual’s relationship to Christ rather than conforming one’s actions to match one’s
beliefs. Thus, the born again individual, instead of building the Kingdom of God,
rationalized the violence believing that they were protecting their earthly kingdom – Old
Testament style (Cuiba).
The elements of incongruity between pure Christian doctrine and the historical
widespread regional violence stemming from gross intolerances toward fellow human
beings did indeed present the same ironies associated with national ideals of freedom and
equality conflicting with national practices of slavery and racism. However, regional or
national hypocrisy did not go unnoticed. Slave humor codified a double-edged laughter
that distorted a distrust of whites and masked the criticism of them. That doubled-edged

1

1,886 lynchings took place in the United States between 1900 – 1930, and 90 percent of them
were in the South. See Gary M. Ciuba’s Desire Violence and Divinity in Modern Southern Fiction. Also
see Ida B. Wells A Red Record.
2

This worked on the same principle as sacrifice, as the lynch victim, often innocent, was the
scapegoat for the community’s sins and became a representative for all that was wrong in the community.
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laughter is heard in a variety of black authored literature written before and after the
emancipation.
The humor that cradles the laughter acridly points to hypocrisy, violence,
injustices, while indirectly accusing American white culture of its crimes against the
black race. Hence, if the laughter is accusing, it is the jarring call for the nation to
recognize what was then the greatest crime and hypocrisy in America – crimes that still
perpetuate themselves in contemporary culture through more subtle manifestations of
racism, including degrading stereotypical images meant to oppress and dismiss
individuals, despite the moral liberalism that now abounds. In other words, W.E.B. Du
Bois’ statement can still apply to today’s culture: “The Nation has not yet found peace
from its sins; the freedman has not yet found in freedom his promised land” (“Souls” 48).
Du Bois discusses the role of the African American artist to write truth and
expose evil so that Beauty can “set the world right” (“Criteria” 779). He says that African
Americans have “flashes” of clarity where they can see what “America really is,” and
that the “dark can see America in a way that the white Americans cannot”
(“Criteria” 778). He questions how content African Americans would be if they were
suddenly included in a hypocritical America. The question seems to challenge a change –
a change the African American artist can bring about through an Art that can be used as
propaganda that proclaims a certain Truth and Beauty that will bring about Justice and a
national salvation that will finally bring peace. As writers try to capture Du Bois’ concept
of Truth and Beauty for American readers, black laughter has been a rhetorical
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component meant to convey the truth about America and jar recognition for a need to
change in order for the nation to correct past traumas.3
However, national salvation cannot be had until the South is “born again” into its
better self, creating a new national identity already bought by the blood of all of those
who have fought in the name of freedom and democracy. Born again, not in the sense of
the South will rise again, but in the sense of laying down the old way of life in order to
embrace a new, higher life. Currently, the South is still a place of contradiction. The
University of Mississippi wanted to change their confederate-flag-waving-plantation
owner- mascot to something non-suggestive of racial domination but faced a seven-year
controversy that was finally resolved in 2011. The loyal fan base did not recognize how
the plantation owner was salt in the region’s racial wounds and they balked against the
change. CNN’s 2006 investigations regarding racism on this level reveal that racism still
exists nationally; it is just more subtle.4 Despite reports of subtle racism and media
images perpetuating old stereotypes, the nation and the South want to believe that we
have entered a Post Racial phase in our society especially now that there is finally a black
president of the country. The fact is that the residue or racism is still present.
Nevertheless, the region’s contemporary literature seeks to shake off the old Southern
identity by distancing itself from the old attitude as writers write from a political
liberalism point of view. However, because the contemporary white writers are steeped
in historical American representations of blackness, their contemporary images of

3

For a discussion of black laughter and its role to jar recognition, see Mel Watkins On the Real
Side and Glenda Carpio’s Laughing Fit to Kill.
4

CNN solicited emails from minorities and professionals, such as teachers, requesting their
opinion if racism is still an issue. Many said it was more subtle and affected a wide range of ethnic groups.
Some pointed to media images as perpetuating racism.
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blackness still perpetuate old attitudes of racism, leaving the Southern identity exposed to
the same criticisms as the Old South. For example, Kathryn Stockett’s The Help seems to
acknowledge the horrors of a pre Civil Rights South, but she does not stray from the
familiar images of black servants content with loving white children and caring for white
families.
In the July 2012 Faulkner Conference keynote address “Born Again: Faulkner and
the Second Birth,” Hortense Spillers discusses being “born again” in terms of one
emerging from an old identity, but instead of a spiritual rebirth that illuminates the
sin/atonement process, she uses it to illuminate the conscious steps to create a new
identity. She uses the old southern term “born again” as a riff, stretching its gospeloriented connotations into a phenomenological context to describe the evolution of the
mind. For Spillers, to be born again in its phenomenological context is to recreate or
refashion a self- identity at a moment of crises. The point of crises gives the occasion for
a death and a rebirth, similar to that which baptism represents, except the rebirth is
consciously constructed as a means to resolve the crises that threatens the way one
perceives the self.
Spillers begins her discussion with the psychological aspect of the “Negro
Question,” using W.E.B. De Bois and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.5 She compares
Hegel’s concept of the self-consciousness of mind/spirit to Du Bois’ concept of double
consciousness. However, instead of the self-consciousness finding a positive existence,

5

The “Negro Question” is a term Spillers used referring back to Du Bois “unasked question”:
“How does it feel to be a problem.” See Chapter 1 “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” in his The Souls of Black
Folk.
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Du Bois points to the white backlash of Reconstruction as the point of crises that opens a
psychic wound and gives birth to a double consciousness.6
Double consciousness is a trans-Atlantic phenomenon that characterizes black
experience of “one dark body” “torn asunder” with two unreconciled souls. Meaning,
black consciousness is aware of its alienated and marginalized status within white
society, and that consciousness recognizes all the contradictions the black presence
presents as “the other.”
Spillers links Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness to Faulkner’s Sutpen of
Absalom, Absalom! Sutpen experiences a psychic wound when he sees himself through a
double consciousness when he is denied front entrance into the aristocratic planter’s
plantation home. It is at this moment when he hears the black slave laugh at him when
Sutpen feels the split in his consciousness and realizes that he, despite his white skin,
ranks beneath the planter and his slaves. Being cognizant of this rupture haunts him, even
as he achieves the success of his grand design. He thinks when he reflects back on that
moment, “there was only himself, the two of them inside that one body which maybe
thirteen or maybe fourteen or maybe was fifteen but would never know it for certain
forever more, arguing quiet and calm” (162). Spillers points out that it is at this splitting,
this psychological crises of identity, that Supten is “born again,” as he recreates,
reconstructs, refashions himself, albeit with a double consciousness, so that his social
identity reconciles with the perception of who he was before the rupture in his
consciousness occurred.

6

Langston Hughes will point to second backlash: the violent reaction to Civil Rights with his
poem “The Blacklash Blues” that musician Nina Simone recorded. The second backlash is akin to the first
one in that a region is reacting with violence to what could have been a positive change.
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Taking Spillers’ illustrations of Sutpen being “born again” at a moment of crises
and applying that holistically as a trope for the South, Faulkner’s story becomes a
performance of the rupture in the South’s consciousness; it is a tale originating from the
moment of crises when the South had an opportunity to recreate itself, to be “born again.”
If Sutpen represents the South, then his born again experience traces the mind of the
South in terms of the South grappling with its constructions of identity as it sought to
reconcile the ideology of the Old South with the economic needs of the New South while
being conscious of being “othered” in its own nation.7
Sutpen (the South), creates himself as a plantation owner through buying land
from the native Americans and positing slaves on that land, which represents the origins
of the Southern plantation identity. After the Civil War, the South has to rebuild or
reconstruct itself, and form a New South. However, the New South was based on the Old
South’s identity and ideology. Thus, the rebirth was more like the regeneration of an old
man instead of a brand new being coming up from the grave or returning from the womb.
The rebirth failed, as the South did not turn away from the old way of life to embrace a
better self. It is at this point of failure where Faulkner places his cultural performance in
response to the New South’s shortcomings. Looking at the novel as a performance of a
failed rebirth, Jim Bond’s howling amid the destruction of the plantation asserts the
“Negro Question,” as the town does not know what to do about Jim Bond whom they

7

“Old South” and “New South” are Post-Reconstruction terms that described the process of
turning Lost Cause Ethos into rhetoric that generated new economic goals that entailed drawing Northern
businesses and industry into the South for economic rejuvenation while holding onto the old values,
ideology, and racial and social hierarchies. The terms are problematic because in reality there was not a
“New South” but only a perpetuation or rejuvenation of the Old South. See James Cobb’s Away Down
South for a detailed discussion regarding Lost Cause Ethos, Old and New South rhetoric in relationship to
Southern Redemption and the Reconstruction.
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cannot catch. At this point of crises, the “Negro Question” arises with all the possibilities
of a real emancipation, as Bond is now set free symbolically.
Thus, blending Spillers concept of being born again with the spiritual journey
toward a rebirth into a higher way of life, Sutpen, as a metaphor, becomes an illustrated
warning against the South’s incomplete journey of experiencing a real born again change
of heart that will take the region to higher moral ground. The destruction of Sutpen’s
design and his failed attempt at rebuilding that dream after the war shows a South
consciously reconstructing its identity based on old concepts. The characters’ negative
judgment against Sutpen and his design metaphorically extends to the South in terms of
illuminating the sin/atonement process of being born again and the South’s failed attempt
at a real rebirth after its destruction. Thus, what emerged from the baptism of blood and
destruction was not a New South determined to set things right, but it was the Old South
that emerged, rejuvenated and ready to proliferate all of its previous sins against society.
The South missed its opportunity for a real born again experience at its defeat,
which is the South’s first moment of crises. Du Bois states “The South ought to be led, by
candid and honest criticism, to assert her better self and do her duty to the race she has
cruelly wronged and is still wronging. The North – her co-partner in guilt – cannot salve
her conscience by plastering it in gold” (“Souls” 94). Du Bois writes from a time when
the South was defining itself as “the New South,” but as his criticism points out, there
was nothing “new” about it.
Robert Penn Warren says that the southern identity was born the moment Lee
surrendered his sword to Grant. The South did not have a distinct regional identity until
after the Civil War because citizens were loyal to their particular state and not a region.
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However, in the aftermath of the war, Southerners became increasingly aware of being
“othered” in the eyes of the North. White Northerners defined White Southerners as
ignorant, cruel and barbaric traitors who sought to destroy the nation. During
Reconstruction, Southerners felt disfranchised and denationalized. Thus, finding
commonality in the loss of the war and being denationalized and othered, Southerners
banded together as a way to establish a New South, form its own legends and myths
through telling its own version of the war, controlling of its own destiny, as they wrestled
the South away from the Yankee Reconstruction. Writers like the Baptist minister
Thomas Dixon (1864 -1946) and movies like Birth of a Nation (1915) used Lost Cause
ethos to fix the image of the white southerner being persecuted for defending their
American rights. Lost Cause ethos responded to the emotional, racial, and political needs
of white supremacist southerners as well as made the antebellum plantation idyllic.
However, the ethos was not offering solutions to the post-bellum economic crises so
leaders shifted the rhetoric in terms of creating a “New South.” New South ideology
worked to “out Yankee the Yankee” with industrialization while at the same time keeping
the values and traditions of the Old South very much alive, even by the violence of the
KKK (Cobb).
The moment the South recognized its “Lost Cause” as truly lost and began
describing themselves as the “New South,” the possibilities of what that South could look
like could have been promising, even hopeful. Yet, for the newly emancipated African
American, the New South was only an extension for the Old. Hence, the South had the
opportunity of truly being born again at its moment of crises. Instead of allowing the
bones of the deconstructed South to remain in the ideological graveyard, the region
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renewed the hegemonic caste system based on racial identities, missing a chance to
become a better self.
Spiller’s “born again” concept of restructuring an identity at a moment of crises
complements Bakhtin’s concept of the rebirth associated with the grotesque and the
culture of parody, which belongs to carnival humor. Through degradation, an object
comes into contact with what threatens to swallow it up and is then thrust into a new birth
(Bakhtin). For example, Sutpen coming into contact with the plantation system as servant
and then emerges as owner illustrates his coming into contact with the system that
threatens his sense of racial superiority. However, he beats that system by emerging as
victor and owner. Sutpen, rising from the lowers caste into the higher one, represents all
people just as grotesque realism represents all people (Bakhtin 19). Bakhtin states
“Grotesque realism knows no other lower level; it is the fruitful earth and the womb. It is
always conceiving” (21). Thus, in order for Southern Literature to deliver its own culture
up for a the possibility of meaningful rebirth instead of a parody of one, it must come into
contact with the threat of what swallows the South whole: the devastation of the Civil
War, Reconstruction, and the South’s historical resistance to Civil Rights.
Upon its defeat, the South experienced a death, but from the decaying pieces it
most dearly wanted to salvage, it had regenerated itself from that death. So instead of
modeling the South’s rebirth on the protestant “born again” experience of giving up the
old way of life for a higher way of life that embraces equality for all, the South gives
birth to its old self. The New South giving birth to the Old South makes a grotesque,
carnivalesque version of itself in that it is unstable, as the old and decayed combines with
the new and unformed. Thus, true to carnival truths, the South shows life as a “twofold
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contradictory process; it is the epitome of incompleteness” (Bakhtin 26). The
ramification of an incomplete rebirth, of combining the old with the new, is the historical
residue of hate and distrust of racism juxtaposed with a hope for a better future where
democracy is a reality and not an ideal reserved for “whites only.” Such a juxtaposition of
hate and hope tautens the tension associated with the “Negro Question” that southern
literature still seeks to answer.
The sound marking the intersection of crises and possibilities is the sound of
laughter. If much of Southern Literature is the grotesque performance of reality, then
laughter must be a natural part of that performance, as carnival laughter is a necessary
element that presents the possibility of overthrow and rebirth. Carnival laughter is
universal and directed at all, as it “asserts and denies, buries and revives” (Bakhtin 12).
Carnival humor is ambivalent but festive and it places the spectacle back within its
cultural maternal womb for the purpose of understanding some “carnival truth” (the
transformation between death and birth).
The Bakhtinian focus on the pregnant body giving birth to the one dying shifts to
Kristeva’s abjection for contemporary thinkers. Sue Vice, in Introducing Bakthin, claims
that Kristeva’s abject theory is a “psychoanalytically inflected development of Bakhtin’s
grotesque” (163). Vice claims, “Kristeva’s model offers a different and more modern way
of viewing the same phenomena Bakhtin discusses”(163). While Bakhtin describes the
digestive and eliminating functions of the body as ‘interorientation,’ Kristeva describes
them as abjection. She sees the body’s protuberances and convexities in relationship to
the maternal authority in that the body is shaped into territories that differentiate between
“proper-clean” and “improper-dirty” (Vice 165). Thus, when one thinks about being
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“born again” in relationship to the South, it is useful to think of Bakhtinian grotesque and
Kristevan abject as complementary ideas.
The traumatic separation the South suffered when it left its own nation, when it
was “othered” by its own nation, and when it endured the “punishment” of
Reconstruction upon its forced return parallel the psychological anxiety associated with a
child being expelled from the mother’s body. Thus, Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection
can apply as an analogy of the South’s relationship to the North. As the South unites as a
whole in ideology and is absorbed back into an oppressive relationship with the Union, it
feels the threat of its own extinction in both identity and culture; hence the need arises to
mythologize itself culturally so it can maintain a distinct identity separate of the North.
Thus, the South resisted a full return into the “mother’s” (the North) womb in that it
insisted on maintaining its separation through regional and cultural boundaries. The
South then is haunted by the memory of the violent separation and that memory is
reactivated at other points of crises pertaining to Civil Rights when the Nation forces
change upon a South clinging to its old way of life. The South, in this way, becomes
abject.
If the South is in itself abject and if all of human history is presented in the myth
of the South, as Spillers states it is, then the historical representations performed are
abjected substances themselves, performing the horrifying and haunting moment of
separation and the fear of being swallowed whole upon separation. In this sense, history
becomes the womb, and literature that retells, re-performs, re-presents the South’s
moment of crises that gives birth to the “Negro Question” is actually presenting the
moment of re-entering into history’s womb at the moment of cultural crises. The re-entry
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presents an opportunity of a rebirth, a “born again” experience that delivers a higher way
of life than the former one. Many southern writers, black and white, are engaged in reentering history’s womb at the point of crises as a means to capture missed possibilities
and restructure, refashion democracy so that the nation can find salvation through the
South being brought to a cleansing redemption.
Discussing Southern Literature as performances that re-enter history’s womb as a
means to capture the missed possibilities a real born again experience would present, it
helps to borrow from the concepts of the steps toward a spiritual rebirth as a means to
identify laughter’s role in relationship to a text’s rhetorical purpose. Thus, the steps will
organize the progression of black laughter’s presence in literature as a means to serve the
needs of a progressing moral liberalism. Each step to being born again is crucial for an
authentic and sincere change of heart. The steps are as follows: 1. A call to repentance,
which is the naming of the sin and accusation of participating in the sin; 2. Recognition
of wrong doing; 3.Conviction of heart, which is when the call to repentance and the
recognition of the sin lead to a remorse that causes a great burden on the soul; 4.
Confession, which alleviates the burden and prepares one for redemption; 5. Redemption,
which is the grace extended after the confession so that salvation is granted to the
offender who has changed and been born anew. However, like Spillers riff on “born
again” that extends the meaning beyond the Christian ideology, these steps are discussed
not in terms of coming unto Christ, but in terms of society experiencing a reckoning of
the haunting history that is “not even past.”8

8

Faulkner’s famous line coming from his novel Requiem for a Nun. See Dorothy Stringer’s book
Not Even Past: Race, Historical Trauma, and Subjectivity in Faulkner, Larsen, and Van Vechten for a
discussion about writing historical trauma stemming from national crises regarding enslavement and racial
oppression.
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The author’s success in countering racial ideology is found in the effective use of
creating a spectacle with black laughter that resists the oppressive white identity of
blackness. The importance of the aesthetical quality of this signifying laughter will come
into the critic’s ken when it is noticed that contemporary southern writers who seem to be
mimicking Faulkner’s appropriation of black laughter display their own contemporary
racial unawareness when they misappropriate that humor. In other words, when the
laughter is not coming from the black character(s), but is aimed at the black character(s),
or if the laughter is missing altogether, then the black characters revert back to
stereotypes.
Certainly, black humor, as it is rooted in the pain of slavery and oppression,
continues to point to the incongruence between national ideology and practice even as it
brings us back to the point of crises that arises from Reconstruction, when the old ways
of plantation life abruptly came to an end with emancipation of the slaves. Now, the
laughter asserts, if there can only be a real rebirth at this point of destruction instead of
extending the life of a dead system defeated in theory, then the blood that was shed
during the Civil War would serve as a symbol of sacrifice of purging the nation of its
sins. However, the South missed its opportunity of moral redemption, as it sought to
recreate itself in the image of its own myths. Thus, it is at this junction of possibilities
where black laughter is heard, and it is at this junction that much of Southern Literature
from the Delta region builds itself around, as a means to find a rebirth that promises a
true redemption. Further, the laughter that marks an awareness of all that is wrong in the
South, and by extension, the nation, and the laughter borrows against hope that one day
the American Dream can be achieved in the Delta before the evening sun goes down.
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